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PREFACE 


This is an essay in ae sthetic inquiry in which certain very definite 
problems arc dealt with in an attempt to offer some solutions of 
them. Like a number of other books which have appeared in the 
last decade, it is concerned with some few aesthetic issues that are 
being discussed in contemporary theory. It shares with these works 
the conviction that aesthetics ought to consider, in an analytic man¬ 
ner, very concrete problems that have arisen in discussions about 
the nature of the arts and its relation to appreciation. 

C. I. Lewis is undoubtedly correct in his recent reflection that 
"In the whole area of philosophical studies there is probably no 
other topic which is marked by so much unclarity and so little 
unanimity as is exhibited by the subject of esthetic theory." 1 

Whatever the final merits of Lewis's claim, there is one way in 
which this situation may be remedied. We can begin with those 
problems that are already extant in contemporary aesthetic theory, 
practical criticism of the various arts, and the writings of some of 
our best living artists. 

The situation in aesthetics is somewhat analogous to that which 
prevailed in the philosophy of science some quarter of a century 
ago. The dominant mode of philosophizing about science at that 
time was to take it as one great, total body of knowledge and to 
interpret it in some overbearing, ontological manner, usually to the 
detriment of science in relation to other kinds of human activity. 
Russell, Whitehead, and certain of the members of the Vienna 
Circle promoted a quite different conception of the philosophy of 

* C. I. Lewis, An Analytis of Knowledge and Valuation, p. 454. 
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science. Essentially it consisted in digging into some of the crucial, 
much-discussed questions with which practicing scientists were con¬ 
cerned. In some cases, in the extreme positivists, for example, this 
piecemeal approach, in which philosophical problems were deter¬ 
mined by scientists, led to the repudiation of any aspects of philoso¬ 
phy of science which were not a direct outcome of practical scien¬ 
tific questions or which were oriented toward some metaphysical 
synthesizing of materials. But this did not occur in all cases, cer¬ 
tainly not in Russell and Whitehead, both of whom, in different 
ways, to be sure, offered as integral parts of their philosophies of 
science, ontological and cosmological categories and systems. 

In contemporary aesthetic theory, 1 suppose, we arc at the be¬ 
ginning of a new era in which we must also dig into extant issues 
which are being disputed by all people interested in the arts and 
not only by aesthcticians. Some acstheticians who have already dug 
in seem to manifest the same tendencies as their over-zealous con¬ 
freres in philosophy of science in their insistence upon discarding 
any aesthetic nugget that sparkles a little too dazzlingly with specu¬ 
lative suggestion or synthesis. In so far as their injunctions will 
keep us from treating the arts "from above," to paraphrase Fcchncr, 
it is a healthy thing; but if their work should create undue fear 
in the formulation of new ideas, most of which, let us even grant, 
will probably be invalidated, their basic contribution will have 
been not in the promotion of clarity but rather in the sterilization 
of aesthetic inquiry. 

There is, I think, too much fear of bring wrong and too much 
desire to be right in the whole of contemporary philosophy. As a 
reaction to previous bad philosophizing, it is salutary; but as an 
ultimate criterion, it is regrettable. Philosophy, after all, is nur¬ 
tured as much by the mistakes that it sows as it is by the truths that 
it reaps. Indeed, cannot one safely assert that much which is 
vigorously and challenging!)' valid in contemporary philosophy has 
been the result of the stimulation and reactions afforded by the 
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most speculative of modem philosophical systems, that of early 
logical positivism? 

The positivists are quite correct in their insistence upon the 
verbal, specious character of many philosophical disputes, including 
aesthetic ones. And in this book I shall try to expose some of these. 
But one must not conclude from any such initial success that all 
philosophical problems are rooted in differences in or abuses of 
language. Philosophy in the main is still the quest for real defini¬ 
tions; it is still concerned, as it was for Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, 
even as it is for Russell today, with the understanding of reality in 
all of its many categorial features.* In philosophical aesthetics this 
means that at least one of its central problems remains the defini¬ 
tion of the nature of art; and I shall have much to say about that 
in this essay. 

The nature of art is our main problem. Around it we shall deal 
with such related questions as those of the meaning of form and 
content, representation versus nonrepresentation, the meaning of 
music and abstract art, the special importance of the medium in 
art, the conception of art as a language and the nature of apprecia¬ 
tion. These problems are considered in relation to the arts them¬ 
selves: painting, poetry, music, the motion picture, etc. Through¬ 
out, there is no insistence upon finality in the solutions offered; 
nor do the answers to all the questions stand or fall together. 
Rather, in typical “Cambridge analytic" fashion, we shall focus 
upon certain crucial issues that, when taken together, relate quite 
systematically, in an attempt to bring a little more clarity into the 
field of aesthetics. 

M.W. 


' See my article, "Philosophy and the Abuse of Language." Tht Journal of 
Philotophy, XLIV, No. 10 (September *5, 1947). for a refutation of the 
r>cw that all plulosophical differences are linguistic or rooted in any abuse of 
language. 
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1 

AESTHETIC FORMALISM 

Introduction 

Let us begin our inquiry with an exposition of an aesthetic theory 
that has engendered a great deal of dispute among aestheticians, 
critics, and artists. This is the theory of formalism. During the 
last hundred years, there have been a number of formalist aesthetics 
developed. Two of these are the German school, initiated by Her- 
hart, systematized by Zimmermann, and supposedly championed 
in musical criticism by Hanslick; and the British group, consisting 
primarily of Clive Bell and Roger Fry. Because of the stringency of 
their views, and because they lend themsdves to clear, systematic 
presentation, we shall start with the formalism of Bell and Fry. 
They were primarily practicing critics who were intent upon com¬ 
ing to grips with modern painting; their aesthetic theory was the 
result of their attempt to think through and get clear about the 
implications of the revolution that was going on in France after 
the hegemony of Cezanne had been established. The concepts they 
developed, the rejections they cultivated, and the issues they in¬ 
spired make them extremely valuable models upon which to ini¬ 
tiate our aesthetic analysis. 

In the exposition that follows, wc shall be concerned mainly with 
the presentation of the views of Bell and Fry and, in so far as pos¬ 
sible, within their own terminology and set of assumptions. The 
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critical examination of their basic concepts and doctrines will 
be offered in later chapters. 

Bell's Theory of the Art Object 

Both Bell and Fry regard the concrete work of art as the essential 
object of aesthetic analysis. And yet they begin their inquiries with 
what they consider to be a fact about their appreciation of art. 
"The starting-point for all systems of aesthetics must be the per¬ 
sonal experience of a peculiar emotion.” 1 This emotion is taken 
to be an unique one, in that it is evoked only by art, or by nature 
when it is seen in a certain formal way. 

It is rather interesting that Bell and Fry, who are avowed for¬ 
malists, place themselves also in the emotionalist tradition in 
aesthetics. Like Tolstoy, they regard art as the efficient cause of 
an emotional experience. They differ from Tolstoy in that they 
find this experience to be qualitatively distinguishable from other 
emotional experiences and unrelated to the emotions communi¬ 
cated by the representations of the work of art. It is important to 
recognize that Bell and Fry can be classified as both formalist and 
emotionalist because we can realize even this early in our study the 
ambiguous character of the dispute between formalists and emo¬ 
tionalists (e.g., C. J. Ducasse) in contemporary aesthetic theory; 
we can also recognize that many of the terms that refer to prevalent 
aesthetic views, like voluntarism, intellcctualism, emotionalism, 
formalism, or hedonism, are treacherous and to be employed with 
extreme care, since some of these terms refer to theories concern¬ 
ing the art object whereas others apply to theories of the creation 
of art or the appreciation of art. Many unnecessary disputes could 
be avoided if aesthetic labels were not pasted in one piece on 
aesthetic theories, but rather were applied separately to different 
views about the various constituents of the aesthetic experience. 

In Bell, the first problem of aesthetic analysis is w hat in the 
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art object causes one to have the unique aesthetic emotion? This 
is also the central problem of aesthetics for him, and its solution 
the revelation of the essential quality of art. Bell's answer, of course, 
is that significant form is the essential, the distinguishing feature 
of art, that which initiates the aesthetic emotion. 

In painting, Bell finds that significant form is constituted by 
certain combinations of lines and colors that move us in a certain 
ecstatic way. But this does not render significant form subjective; 
this ecstatic aesthetic emotion is a clue to the presence of signifi¬ 
cant form. Bell insists that significant form is an objective quality 
of a work of art and inheres in it in the way that the material 
elements do. One may ask if a painting is in tempera or oil. In the 
same way one may inquire whether or not a painting has significant 
form. The objectivity of significant form is all-important for criti¬ 
cism since the function of the critic is "to be continually point¬ 
ing out those parts, the sum, or rather the combination, of 
which unite to produce significant form.” 8 

Like Tolstoy, Bell denies the identity of beauty and art. Signifi¬ 
cant form is not the same as the beautiful. The beautiful is the 
pretty, the pleasing, and often the sexually attractive; but flowers 
and birds and lovely girls do not possess significant form since their 
combinations of line and color do not evoke the aesthetic emotion 
but rather move us, when they do, to nonaesthctic emotion * In 
painting, we apply the term "beautiful" to those pictures which 
contain representations of objects that would be considered beau¬ 
tiful (ix., pretty, attractive) outside of art. Thus we say that a 
picture which represents a pretty girl is a beautiful picture . 4 

Significant form is the essence of art It can move us aestheti¬ 
cally, to rapture and ecstasy. But painting can evoke nonaesthetic 
emotions, too, through elements other than the right combinations 
of line and color. Narrative, religious, or social art — Bell calls 
these descriptive art ' — utilize line and color only to induce or¬ 
dinal)- emotions. The essence of descriptive art is that it sacrifices 
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significant form for representation. Bell offers no detailed analysis 
of representation in art, but what he means is clear enough from 
his examples. He means by it those elements that look like certain 
events or psychological states which exist outside of art. 

Our ordinary attitude toward representation is that it can play 
a positive role in the total work of art. This Bell denies: representa¬ 
tion is never beneficial. It is either harmless or downright harmful. 
It is harmful when it diverts our attention from the lino and 
colors to the associations of the representational elements. It is 
harmless when it is resolved or dissolved into the plastic elements 
of colors and lines, that is, into significant form. "If a repre¬ 
sentative form has value, it is as form, not as representation. 8 
“If the representative clement is not to ruin the picture as a 
work of art, it must be fused into the design ... It must be 
simplified into significant form." 4 There are many examples that 
bring out Bell’s point here. Consider Seurat’s "Sur La Grande 
Jatte" or Brueghel’s "Peasant Wedding Dance" or Cezanne’s 
"Italian Girl.’’ Each of these contains some representational ele¬ 
ments — of people, trees, water, animals. In order that wc may not 
allow these elements to evoke the emotions that people or animals 
or trees do, we must interpret these elements as combinations of 
line and color, and refuse to see them as anything more. 

The problem arises, why have representation at all, then? Paint¬ 
ing must be specified, made concrete, "canalized,” to use Bell’s 
term; significant form is this combination of line and color, or 
that combination, not merely an abstract universal. Consequently, 
the artist must particularize his significant form; he must solve what 
Bell calls the "technical problem” of art. 7 The representational 
elements constitute a specific mode of significant form. One artist 
depicts a single girl resting on a couch; another, a group of peas¬ 
ants making merry; a third, a crowd of people resting quietly in the 
sun on a beach. Their representations are necessary as foci of sig¬ 
nificant form, but that is their sole aesthetic importance. 
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Bell’s Theory of Art Appreciation 

There are two kinds of art object for Bell — the descriptive and 
the significantly formal. Corresponding to them, there are two 
kinds of appreciation, "impure” and "pure." * Impure apprecia¬ 
tion is the indulgence in the representational elements and the 
emotions that attend them. Pure appreciation is the indulgence in 
the significant form of the work of art. This indulgence is of a 
special sort and is characterized by certain rare qualities. First, it 
involves the transcendence of our ordinary activities and the en¬ 
trance into a Platonic realm of nonordinary experiences. 

Art transports us from the world of man’s activity to a world 
of aesthetic exaltation. For a moment we are shut off from hu¬ 
man interests; our anticipations and memories arc arrested; wc 
are lifted above the stream of human life.® 

A good work of visual art carries a person who is capable of 
appreciating it out of life into ecstasy.*® 

The contemplation of pure form leads to a state of extraordi¬ 
nary exaltation and complete detachment from the concerns of 
life. 1 * 

Be they artists or lovers of art . . . those who achieve ecstasy 
are those who have freed themselves from the arrogance of hu¬ 
manity. He who would fed the significance of art must make 
himself humble before it. Those who find the chief importance 
of art ... in its relation to conduct or its practical utility . . . 
will never get from anything the best that it can give. Whatever 
the world of aesthetic contemplation may be, it is not the world 
of human business and passion; in it the chatter and tumult of 
material existence is unheard, or heard only as the echo of some 
more ultimate harmony. 1 * 

In its exalted character, the appreciation of art resembles the 
experience of the religious person, the philosopher, and the 
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mathematician. The mathematician and the pure spectator of art 
feel emotions for their objects of study which do not arise from 
any relation between the objects and their ordinary experiences 
with other human beings, but only from the objects themselves. 
Both respond to what Bell calls the valid combinations of forms 
presented to them. Like pure appreciation, the mathematical ex¬ 
perience is a rapturous one, generated specifically by the examina¬ 
tion of proofs. The mathematician’s experience, qua mathemati¬ 
cian, is not rooted in human relationships and values — "life ’ — 
but in mathematics itself. The mathematician, like the pure appre- 
ciator, brings nothing from life, no knowledge of its affairs or emo¬ 
tions. 1 * 

The pure spectator resembles the philosopher in that both 
"inhabit a world with an intense and peculiar significance of 
its own; that significance is unrelated to the significance of life. 
In this world the emotion* of life find no place. It is a world with 
emotions of its own." 14 

By tire religious experience, Bell means the expression of the in¬ 
dividual's sense of the emotional significance of the universe. 
This expression also involves emotions that are different from and 
transcendent of the emotions of ordinary life. It also transports us 
to the ecstasies of unearthly states of mind. "Art and religion be¬ 
long to the same world . . . The kingdom of neither is of this 
world.” “ 

Pure appreciation possesses other characteristics: It is inde¬ 
pendent of any body of facts, historical or psychological. ‘To 
appreciate a work of art we need bring with us nothing from life, 
no knowledge of its ideas and affairs, no familiarity with its emo¬ 
tions." 14 The traditional cognitive attitudes of belief, disbelief and 
make-believe are all irrelevant since they are responses to the repre¬ 
sentative aspects of art. 

Like Milnstcrberg, Bell proclaims the "isolated” character of the 
appreciation of art. "The only way to appreciate perfectly a work of 
art is to see it as though it were the only thing of its sort in exist- 
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cncc. To see it in relation to anything else is to see it impurely." ,T 
And like the aesthetic hedonists, Bell affirms the pleasure principle 
of appreciation. "Connoisseurs in pleasure — of whom I count my¬ 
self one —know that nothing is more intensely delightful than 
the aesthetic thrill." *• 

To sum up: Bell finds in the true appreciation of art an exalted, 
rapturous, nonpractical, disinterested, pleasurable, contemplative 
experience, the essence of which is that it is a response to signifi¬ 
cant form. By the ‘‘unique aesthetic emotion," he means the 
totality of these characteristics. 

Bell's Theory of Art Creation 

The distinction between the impure and the pure appears also in 
Bell’s discussion of artistic creation. Most artists. Bell contends, 
arc woefully impure. Incapable of creating aesthetically moving 
combinations of line and color, they aim at the evocation of or¬ 
dinary practical emotions and attitudes through the embodiment 
of and the emphasis upon the representational in their work. The 
whole of descriptive art, which is essentially art in which represen¬ 
tations have not been dissolved into line and color, is the product 
of these artists who are unable to achieve significant form, and who 
consequently aim at something else. 

Pure artistic creation, on the other hand, is tied to significant 
form. It is primarily. Bell asserts, a function of vision, of seeing 
reality in a certain way: as pure form. All of us may look at a 
landscape. Most of us will see it as a complex of hill, cows, bams, 
and trees. But not the true artist, who will visualize it rather as 
colors and lines in relation to each other. The artist is seeing 
reality, or rather a portion of it, as significant form; and his vision 
possesses all the characteristics of the true spectator’s view of art: It 
is rapturous, nonutilitarian, disinterested. 1 ® The artist transforms 
his unique vision of reality into his art object. 

Bell's theory is rather similar to that of many modem aestheti- 
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cians and .lists, in hi. dirth.jui.hin, between two way. oflooking 
at thing., the practical and the aerthetie. Ontologrally, the mote 
revealing i. the aesthetic since it is taken as a truer vision than the 
practical. This notion that artistic creation is a metaphysical enter¬ 
prise a revelation of certain ultimate characteristics of reality, has 
been' advocated by artists of all sorts in our eta, by arbsts as 
diverse as Kandinsky, Dali, Chagall, and Picasso, to mention but 

3 The question arises, Why do certain combinations of line and 
color move us, the spectators, aesthetically? Bell proposes as a 
“metaphysical" (lie really means a psychological) hypothesis that 
wc are moved because basically spectators share in the artist s 
unique vision of reality as significant form .® 0 Even those of us 
who are not able to transcribe our visions upon the canvas can 
sec reality as line and color and can react to nature in a non- 
practical, disinterested, rapturous way. 


Bell's Special Theory of Literature 

In his various writings, Bell has touched upon some of the arts 
other than painting, mainly music and literature. His musical aes¬ 
thetics parallels his aesthetics of painting. The essence of music 
is also significant form, that is, certain combinations of sound 
which evoke the peculiar aesthetic emotion that takes us out of our 
humdrum everyday world.*’ 

Literature, however, presents a much more serious problem. 
Most acstheticians, naturally enough, I suppose, like most philoso¬ 
phers, are monists, and are constantly striving to explain all the 
arts by one principle. But not Bell, who, with candor and per¬ 
spicacity, recognizes what he regards as the irreducible differences 
between literature and painting. In an essay that was published in 
the New Republic, called "The 'Difference’ of Literature," Bell 
enumerates these. Literature is basically informational and cogni¬ 
tive in its content, the embodiment of ordinary emotions; and 
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consequently appeals to its readers by means of the associations 
that it calls up. 

All I am sure of is that literature is an art altogether different 
from the arts of painting and music, and that to appreciate 
it a man need not possess that peculiar sense of abstract form 
— "pure farm,” if you will —without which he can get little 
or nothing from the other two. 

. . . We all agree that there is in literature an immense 
amount of stuff which is not purely aesthetic, which is cognitive 
and suggestive, and which an intelligent bourgeois can under* 
stand as well as anyone else. 

Literature, I cannot help thinking, must be something very 
different from painting — a less pure art I should say, an art with 
more body in it and, I will add, an art of far more importance 
to the human race. 1 am persuaded that people can genuinely 
appreciate literature though they lack that strange power of 
reacting intensely to abstract form which is essential to a com¬ 
prehension of the visual arts. And this I account for by sup¬ 
posing that formal significance, without which a picture is 
utterly worthless, is not the essential quality, is not even the 
most important quality, in a book. If, indeed, I rightly under¬ 
stand what formal beauty is, 1 believe that you can have good 
literature without it and good literary criticism without much 
appreciation of it. 2 * 

In Art, Bell claims that literature can never be pure art, since 
it is concerned with facts and ideas, and is consequently primarily 
intellectual. Even Shakespeare's sonnets arc impure because the 
form, which ultimately reduces to musical tones in melodic and 
rhythmic relations, “is burdened with an intellectual content, 
and that content is a mood that mingles with and reposes on the 
emotions of life.” M Poetry becomes pure only when it is resolved 
into music, and we are then able to regard it as the stimulus of our 
aesthetic beatitude. 

Bell completes his aesthetic theory with a discussion of the func¬ 
tion and value of the aesthetic experience. His theory seems to be 
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an escapist one. "Because the aesthetic emotions arc outside and 
above life, it is possible to take refuge in them from life.” M But tins 
is a superficial interpretation of his views since it does not consider 
adequately the role he assigns to the aesthetic experience in rela¬ 
tion to man’s total experiences. The experience of art, because it 
involves the presence of significant form, gives man the assurance 
of at least one "absolute good”; and this is sufficient to make of 
our lives a momentous and harmonious whole. Life has little 
enough to offer, but in its best moments, in the aesthetic experi¬ 
ence, for instance, which is so very different from our ordinary 
activities that Bell designates it as "above life," life can justify it¬ 
self and in its own terms: “Rapture suffices. The artist has no 
more call to look forward than the lover in the arms of his mis¬ 
tress. There are moments in life that are ends to which the whole 
history of humanity would not be an extravagant means; of such 
are the moments of aesthetic ecstasy.” n 

Fry's Psychological Views as the Basis of His Aesthetics 

The aesthetic theory of Fry has much in common with that ot 
Bell, but it is developed with greater detail and awareness of the 
difficulties posed by aesthetic formalism. Fry's aesthetics is rooted 
in certain psychological doctrines, the basic one being the prin¬ 
ciple of polarity. Man is essentially bipolar, according to Fry: it is 
the instinctual as against the imaginative. 

We sec a wild bull in the field; quite without our conscious 
interference a nervous process goes on, which, unless we inter¬ 
fere forcibly, ends in the appropriate reaction of flight . . . The 
whole of animal life, and a great part of human life, is made up 
of these instinctive reactions to sensible objects, and their ac¬ 
companying emotions. But man has the peculiar faculty of call¬ 
ing up again in his mind the echo of past experiences of this 
kind, of going over it again, “in imagination” as we say. He has, 



AESTHETIC FORMALISM 11 

therefore, the possibility of a double life; one the actual life, the 

other the imaginative life.** 

Our bipolarity. Fry maintains, manifests itself in a number of 
ways. Consider vision. Our vision, when we are responding in- 
stinctually to our environment, is partial, transient and utilitarian. 
What we see is determined as much by our practical needs as by 
our eyes. But when we are responding imaginatively, our vision is 
lingering and consequently more complete. Not being tied to the 
life of action, we can now focus upon and attend fully to our 
perceptual experiences. 

Our emotional life, too, is bipolar. On the instinctual level, we 
are indulgent creatures, participating, strongly and overwhelmingly, 
in our emotional experiences. Fry takes this to mean that we are 
therefore unable to comprehend our experiences, being too much 
involved in them. Experienced imaginatively, however, our emo¬ 
tions become more meaningful in the sense that we understand 
their characteristics better. The jealous lover, for example, can 
hardly survey the complete character of his experience, especially 
in those moments of its greatest ascendancy; but let him relinquish 
the force of his experience, look upon his jealousy, survey it in a 
detached and spectatorial way, and although his experience will 
of course be weaker, he will, compensatorily, comprehend the 
meaning of jealousy better than he did while in its throes. 

Our evaluations differ, too. Instinctually, we are practical moral¬ 
ists toward our environment. That is to say, we must make choices, 
and the)' must be responsible ones. But when we swing to the 
imaginative pole, we abandon this sense of responsibility and as 
a result attain a complete tolerance toward our total environment. 
We now evaluate it in an amoral way, accepting everything for 
the sake of contemplative experiences. 

Finally, our purposes are bipolar. The goal of instinctual experi¬ 
ence is adjustment or survival; whereas the purpose or function of 
our imaginative life is the enrichment of our experience. 
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Fry't Theory of Art Creation 

Fry, like Bell, distinguishes between pure and impure aesthetic 
experience. The pure is a function of the imaginative pole in man; 
the impure, a product of his instinctual side. All artistic creation, 
art objects, and art appreciation can be classified in one of these 
two ways. Fry has expressed clearly the difference between the 
imaginative and the instinctual, so far as the artist is concerned, 
in his rejection of the Freudian theory of artistic creation: 

I believe that two distinct aims and activities have got classed 
together under the word art, and that the word artist is used 
of two distinct groups of men. One of these groups into which 
I would divide artists is mainly preoccupied with creating a 
fantasy-world in which the fulfillment of wishes is realised. The 
other is concerned with the contemplation of formal relations. 
I believe this latter activity to be as much detached from the 
instinctive life as any human activity that we know; to be in that 
respect on a par with science. I consider this latter the distinc¬ 
tive esthetic activity." 

Fry’s views on the nature of pure creation constitute a sustained 
development. Like his great compatriot, Bertrand Russell, Fry 
never hesitated to change his ideas to meet the challenge of new 
facts. In neither of these men’s works is there to be found the 
fitting in of the facts to meet the demands of obsolete theories. 

There arc in Fry’s work, so far as I can make out, three separate 
theories of pure artistic creation. At first. Fry claimed that artistic 
creation is the communication of the artist’s detached attitude 
toward any aspect of the instinctual life or our surrounding world 
of nature." Dramatic, associational, representational, and all emo¬ 
tional values he considered to be legitimate vehicles in artistic 
communication. In fact, the artist may deal with anything: love, 
hate, tables, battles, coronations. The function of the artist is to 
interpret these things imaginatively. 
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It is difficult to understand why Fry rejected this theory which 
has many contemporary supporters. In his essay, "Retrospect,” he 
states only that Bell's aesthetics and Cezanne’s paintings con¬ 
vinced him that pure creation is a more limited endeavor. 

In his second period, Fry regarded pure artistic creation to be 
the communication of man’s instinctual biological life in so far 
as his experiences reduce to certain plastic elements, like line, 
color, rhythm, mass, space, light and shade. These the artist pre¬ 
sents as an ordered and varied whole. 30 On this view, artistic 
communication is limited to the plastic-emotional components of 
human experience in the world of nature. 

Further study of the Post-Impressionist movement in painting 
led Fry to abandon this second view for an even more severe and 
limited doctrine. True or pure creation, on this third view, be¬ 
comes the communication of the artist’s vision of the world as a 
compositional, spatial structure. All of the elements that Fry 
accepts as legitimate are reduced to the compositional. Color is 
now rejected in the way that representation was characterized as 
illegitimate on the second view.” Artistic creation is also charac¬ 
terized as a function of vision, of seeing the world as significant 
form, as a relational, structural, compositional affair.** 

Fry’s Theory of the Art Object 

Fry advanced three different theories of the nature of pure art, 
which correspond to his three theories of pure artistic creation. 
The earliest of these conceives art as an enhanced representation 
of any aspect of reality, human or "nature.” Representation of 
emotions, life situations, historical or psychological narrative are 
all legitimate and acceptable. All have their own contribution to 
make to the total work of art.** 

Corresponding to the second theory of creation, the pure art 
object is taken to be an imaginative embodiment of the sensuous 
and relational — that is, the plastic — characteristics of reality. 
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Color, line, rhythm, volume, space, light and shade, »n their 
unity and variety, arc the essential qualities of art. Representation 
is considered illegitimate; which makes pure art nonrepresenta- 
tional in character and essentially plastic in conception. The paint¬ 
ings of the Post-Impressionists, especially of Cdzanne, are singled 
out as the creative realization of these aesthetic principles. In 
their work. Fry submits, we find the conscious repudiation of the 
representational and, in its place, the emphasis upon the plastic 
in art Their work is a constant challenge to the imagination, not 
to the instinctual and its ordinary emotions. 

In his last period, Fry offers the most stringent of conceptions 
of the nature of the pure art object. It is now interpreted as the 
embodiment of significant form, i.e., compositional space-structure, 
rather than combinations of color and line. Pure art becomes 
almost puritanical in that all color and decorative qualities of line 
are repudiated.” 

Throughout these three periods, it is important to see, Fry main¬ 
tains what he construes to be a formalistic theory of the art object. 
At first, though, form is interpreted as the detached reorganization 
of the instinctual life; as the manner, the way in which ordinary 
experiences are treated.»• Cdzanne and Bell offered Fry a more 
plastic conception of form. 

It became evident through these discussions (of Post-Im¬ 
pressionist aesthetics] that some artists who were peculiarly sen¬ 
sitive to the formal relations of works of art, and who were 
deeply moved by them, had almost no sense of the emotions 
which I had supposed them to convey ... It was, I think, the 
observation of these cases of reaction to pure form that led Mr. 
Clive Bell in his book, “Art," to put forward the hypothesis that 
however much the emotions of life might appear to play a part 
in the work of art, the artist was really not concerned with 
them, but only with the expression of a special and unique kind 
of emotion, the aesthetic emotion. A work of art had the peculiar 
property of conveying the aesthetic emotion, and it did this in 
virtue of having "significant form.” w 
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In the final period, form becomes mathematical in conception. 
Fry's analysis of Raphael's ‘Transfiguration” reveals in a clear 
way this narrowing conception. The painting is discussed in terms 
of its form and content. The content is said to comprise the repre¬ 
sentation of two episodes in the Christian story that occurred 
simultaneously at different places according to the Gospels, namely, 
the Transfiguration and the attempt of the Disciples to heal a 
lunatic boy. As spectators, we may react to this content and its 
associated ideas of suffering, dependency of man upon God, the 
diversity of experience, or even the metaphysical theme of Perfec¬ 
tion as that which is inclusive of everything. The content is such 
that only a Christian or student of Christianity could understand it. 

The form of the picture Fry designates as the compositional 
structure; specifically, the coordination and integration of masses, 
and the equilibrium of the many directions of line. The entire 
canvas is now one plastic whole, no longer two intellectual halves, 
as it is so far as its content is concerned. It is one spatial structure, 
with certain added attributed emotional properties that arise from 
the recognition of the delicacy of line and the power of the masses 
of the painting. Oui reaction now — and this is the true aesthetic 
response — is to the pure significant form and not to the emotions 
of suffering, dependency, or the inclusiveness of the universe.* 0 

This distinction between form and content, and the insistence 
upon form as the essence of art, are claimed by Fry for music, too. 
When we listen to a musical composition, say "God Save the 
King,” to use Fry's example, we arc immediately struck by some 
formal relations of melodic and harmonic design. Hearing it for 
the first time, we are told, wc would derive from the mere recogni¬ 
tion of the musical relations an emotion that would be untainted 
by images and ordinary emotions like that of patriotism which wc 
associate with the words of the song. Fry agrees with Bell that 
pure music is pure form — that is, significant combinations of 
sound that move us in an aesthetically unique way. 

It was the problem of representation that provided Fry with 
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the greatest difficulty in his aesthetic refleebons throughout his 
career. In his first period, he held that representahon does not 
necessarily conflict with but can actually make a contribution to¬ 
gether with the plastic elements to the work of art.* T Further study 
caused him to give up this theory. In "Some Questions in Esthet¬ 
ics" Fry invesbgates the problem in an extremely pcnctradng way. 
His main burden is to refute the general cribquc leveled against 
him by I. A. Richards, who had asserted in his Principles of Literary 
Criticism that formal and reprcsentabonal factors may conflict in 
some paintings; or may be stressed one above the other, but may 
also cooperate, and if they do, the fact that they do will constitute 
a refutation of the pet notions of an unique aesthetic emotion and 
pure art values.** One can readily see that there is much at stake 
here for Fry. If representation can be defended as a contribudng 
factor in painting, as aesthetically legibmate, there is no pure art, 
no significant form; and if these things are no more, then there is 
no place for the pure aesthetic emorion, cither. 

Fry's reply to Richards and his defense of the thesis that repre¬ 
sentation docs not contribute to the aesthetic worth of a painting 
consist in thorough analyses of four works of art: Brueghel s 
"Christ Canying the Cross," Daumier’s "Care St. Lazare," Pous¬ 
sin’s "Achilles Discovered by Ulysses Among the Daughters of 
Lycomcdon,” and Rembrandt’s "Christ before Pilate.” In none 
of these, Fry contends, is there to be found any real cooperation 
between the representational and the formal elements. The first of 
these pictures is thoroughly oriented toward the narrative and the 
literary, and the formal factors of space, light, and mass are all 
subordinated to the dramadc, psychological values of the historical 
event being depicted. As painting. Fry finds it trivial and without 
any emotional power, an example of what he calls ‘‘illustradon,’’ 
ix., painting in which the plastic elements arc used as accessories 
to the narration.** 

The Daumier Fry considers to be better than the Brueghel, 


AESTHETIC FORMALISM 17 

plastically speaking, but still as constituting a basic conflict be¬ 
tween the representational and the formal. He takes the whole 
picture to be more akin to certain nineteenth-century novels, with 
their emphasis upon the panorama of life, than to true painting. 
Plastically, the spatial elements are also subordinate to the psy¬ 
chological. 40 

In the Poussin, the formal values have precedence over the psy¬ 
chological and narrative ones. Psychologically, the picture is trivial, 
almost ludicrous in its artificiality. Fry asserts; but throughout the 
picture, the gestures or simulated movements of each figure arc 
directed by some formal quality of rhythm or line and volume 
relation. The aesthetic value of the picture lies in its construction 
of fugal forms and not in the supposed coordination of the repre¬ 
sentational and formal elements. 41 

Only in the Rembrandt is there some appearance of cooperation. 
But upon analysis, this cooperation vanishes, for the analysis re¬ 
veals the psychological inability of the spectators to integrate the 
spatial character of the plastic formal elements with the spaceless 
character of the emotional psychological elements: 

Indeed I cannot sec how one is to avoid this. How can we 
keep the attention equally fixed on tire spaceless world of 
psychological entities and relations and upon the apprehension 
of spatial refations? What, in fact, happens is that we constantly 
shift our attention backwards and forwards from one to the 
other. Docs the exaltation which gratification in one domain 
gives increase our vigilance and receptiveness when we turn to 
the other, as would be implied by true cooperation? In this 
case [Rembrandt] I incline to think it does, although I doubt 
whether this more than compensates for a certain discomfort 
which the perpetual shifting of focus inevitably involves. 4 * 

Fry’s conclusion, which he derives from this extended empirical 
investigation, is that pictures in which representations are sub¬ 
ordinated to dramatic ends and are not liquidated or dissolved into 
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the plastic dements are not simple works of art but mixtures of the 
art of narration and painting. They arc to the whole art of pamtmg 
what the song is to music, a hybrid, impure art. 41 

Unlike Bell, who distinguishes between the aesthetics of paint¬ 
ing and literature. Fry tries to explain all the arts by means of the 
principle of significant form. And this is no easy matter, Fry recog¬ 
nizes: 

I cannot deny that the position I am trying to maintain is 
dangerously exposed. If it is to be held at all it must be held 
with regard to works of art of all kinds . . . The idea ofa :special 
kind of experience . . . may seem plausible enough with regard 
to our experience of certain peculiarly abstract musical con¬ 
structions or even of certain kinds of architecture. It becomes 
far less plausible the moment representation of actual forms 
comes in, as in painting or sculpture, still less when, as in poetry, 
the novel or the drama, the very stufi of which these arc con¬ 
structed, namely words, calls up images and memories of things 
and emotions of actual life. 44 


Fry's theory is a simple one. The essence of literature is not 
certain single figures (characters) or collections of events (plot), 
but the relation of inevitability. 

It became evident to me that the essential of great tragedy 
was not the emotional intensity of the events portrayed, but the 
vivid sense of the inevitability of their unfolding, the signifi¬ 
cance of the curve of crescendo and diminuendo which their 
sequence describes, together with all the myriad subsidiary evo¬ 
cations which, at each point, poetic language can bring in to 
give fullness and density to the whole organic unity. 4 * 


Fry’s Theory of Art Appreciation 

Fry’s theory of the appreciation of art is on the whole a reiteration 
of Bell’s. Like the latter, he distinguishes between the pure and 
the impure modes. In the impure (or instinctual), the spectator 
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interprets art as if it constituted ordinary life situations to which 
one ought to respond practically or morally. Here our reaction is 
one of simple indulgence in the emotions exhibited in the art 
object and, in the case of painting, in the content of the work. 
In pure (imaginative) appreciation, wc respond in a detached, 
contemplative manner to art and our total response is to the form. 
It is an unique experience, which we may refer to as the aesthetic 
emotion. 

Once again, Fry tangles with Richards: this time specifically on 
the issue of the uniqueness of the appreciation of art. Richards 
had written: “When wc look at a picture, or read a poem, or listen 
to music, wc are not doing something quite unlike what we were 
doing on our way to the Gallery 01 when we dressed in the morn¬ 
ing." ta The experiences arc similar except that the objects are 
different. 

Fry replies that the experiences are not similar at all. The basic 
difference between aesthetic and ordinary experiences resides in 
the quality or mode of response present in the experiences. Ordi¬ 
nary responses are to objects, sensations, or events, whereas the 
aesthetic is a response to relations, the sum of which constitutes 
significant form. There is no special aesthetic faculty or unanalyzed 
aesthetic state of mind in tire experience of art appreciation; rather 
there is a specialized orientation of our consciousness toward ob¬ 
jects, which enables us to single out this kind of experience as 
being different from ordinary experiences. 4 ' 
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THE CRITIQUE OF FORMALISM 

Parker’s Voluntaristic Critique 

In this chapter I should like to consider some of the major criti¬ 
cisms made of Bell and Fry by voluntarists, emotionalists, and 
intellectuals, like the Marxists and the Thonusts. I hope to show 
eventually that these criticisms are badly directed and rooted in 
the same fallacious presuppositions as arc accepted by the position 
being attacked. I should like also to expose the essentially specious 
character of the dispute between contemporary formalists and 
their critics, especially as that dispute has been articulated by both 
parties to it 

One of the leading, if not the most vehement, critics of the 
formalist theory of Bell and Fry is DeWitt Parker. Parker’s aesthet¬ 
ics is itself one of the more brilliant contemporary systems, and we 
shall return to it many times in the course of our inquiry. Our 
interest in it here vtfll be confined to those aspects of his views 
that arc relevant to his critique of Bell and Fry. 

All art, Parker begins, has a threefold character: as imagination, 
as language, and as design . 1 The conception of art as imagination, 
Parker points out, arose in opposition to the classical theory of art 
as imitation, because the latter could not explain much of art, 
especially the fantastic* In our period, Freud has established cer¬ 
tain psychological laws concerning the relation between art and 
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imagination. Also, lie has revealed the kinship between imagina¬ 
tion and desire. All of this Parker accepts. As a product of the 
imagination, art is akin to the dream.* The imagination, itself, is 
no independent, autonomous activity, functioning in a mechanical 
fashion, but is secondary and derivative, being under the control 
of our desires. Desires, for Parker, may be satisfied or realized in 
two ways: in what he calls the "rear' way, which involves some 
interaction with the environment and an appropriation from it; 
or in the "imaginative" way, which is completely internal and oper¬ 
ates mainly within the medium of the day dream or the night 
dream. The imagination exists, then, to provide satisfaction of 
desires. 

All works of art contain this imaginative element, this imagina¬ 
tive satisfaction of desires. The internal dream is externalized; 
that is, the dream is offered to us in some sensuous form, namely, 
the medium, whether it be paint or tones or words. "A work of art 
is bom only when imaginative vision is wedded to sensuous 
shape ." 1 It is through this extemalization that art becomes a 
language. Now, as a language, Parker insists, art must be distin¬ 
guished from the language of the practical and the scientific. There 
is a difference between a cry for help, a treatise on physics, and a 
sonnet. The first communicates a need in order to get something 
done; the second communicates knowledge primarily for the sake 
of understanding and controlling nature; but the third communi¬ 
cates desires in a sensuous-imaginative form in order to invite the 
reader to engage in an imaginative experience of his own. 

There is no language without syntax, Parker continues. Con¬ 
sequently, the language that wc call art must have a syntax. It is 
this syntax that Parker designates as the form or design of art . 8 
And he means by form the way in which a work of art is organ¬ 
ized, the relating of the various elements. In his famous discussion 
of form,* he enumerates certain principles of form. The first of 
these is the principle of organic unity, by which Parker means that 
everything in a work of art must be evaluated in terms of its being 
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aesthetically relevant, that is, as making or not making a contribu¬ 
tion to the whole of the work. Theme and variation arc two 
further principles; in every work of art, that is to say, one or more 
elements, be they certain lines or colors or melodies, dominate 
the others; and these elements arc so varied as to prevent monotony. 
Balance among the various elements is another principle. Parker 
means by this the equalizing of the opposing or contrasting ele¬ 
ments. Evolution and hierarchy arc the final principles. Evolution 
has to do with the process of development within the work of art. 
In what Parker calls ''dramatic" art, this development occurs by 
means of climaxes and denouements; and in ' nondramatic art, 
ix., art in which climaxes are not stressed, by mere unfolding of 
the elements. Hierarchy refers to the fact that in all art not every 
element is equally important, but that one or a few elements 
control the others and count for more in our appreciation of the 
work. 

The fonn of art, like the content, incorporates basic satisfactions 
of desire, Parker contends. In real life experiences we desire unity, 
variety, balance, evolution, and hierarchy, but we seldom, if ever, 
get them. However, in artistic activity, whether as artists or specta¬ 
tors, because we gain control over our projected experiences, wc 
arc in a position to satisfy this desire for form, cither by creating 
a work of art or by beholding one. Artistic form, therefore, is 
rooted in the instinctual life of man. It is not, as it is for Bell and 
Fry, the imaginative as against the instinctual, the form as against 
the content, but the instinctual being manifested in both real life 
situations and the imagination. 

It is important now to see how Parker applies this general aes¬ 
thetics to the art of painting. All paintings possess what Parker 
calls musical values; these belong to the lines and colors as such, 
with no reference to representation. This is beauty on the level of 
sensuous surface . 1 Besides this factor of the musical, paintings may 
possess certain representational values, which are of two sorts: the 
values of nature, like space, light, motion, texture, and weight; and 
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the values of life and the mind, the spiritual values. These include 
the religious, philosophical, social, psychological, dramatic, his¬ 
torical, and literary themes of human experience. 

For example, all that Pater or Muther found in the face of the 
Mona Lisa was what I am calling a spiritual meaning, to be 
distinguished from the plasticity of the face or the distance in 
the background; or in Rembrandt's Old Woman Cutting Her 
Nails, the profound revelation of the inner life there is again a 
spiritual value, to be distinguished from the light and modeling.* 

Tire greatest art is the successful integration of both kinds of 
representation: "That artist is the greater who can express and 
communicate the larger world of values; hence a painter who is 
able to express, without neglect of plastic values [i.e., the represen¬ 
tational values of nature], poetic and psychographic values as well, 
is a greater painter than one who expresses plastic values alone.” * 
Parker’s third factor in painting is the formal; that is, the unity, 
variety, balance, evolution, and hierarchy of art. Parker considers 
this to be the sine qua non of painting. 

Among the four sources of value distinguished, there is a 
hierarchy. Most indispensable is the last, design. Unless a pic¬ 
ture have design, no amount of significance in the parts can 
make it beautiful . . . Next in importance to design arc the 
musical values of color and line, without cither one of which, 
again, there can be no picture. But . . . painting must contain 
something more, namely . . . some at least of the plastic values, 
and, above all, the spatial ones . . . Then, finally, the work of 
art may, although it need not, possess spiritual values . . . Thus 
one can begin with the musical values and build up to the 
spiritual, but not vice versa. The most sublime of religious 
ideas will never make a picture, neither will the most convincing 
of dreams. The supreme works of art . . . contain all the four 
types of values. 1 ® 

Wc are now ready to submit for evaluation Parker’s critique 
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of the formalism of Bell and Fry. Most of it is summarized in two 
paragraphs: 

Arguing from the universality of design some students of art 
called formalists, have claimed that design was the essence of 

art, the very thing we call beauty. 

Yet despite the importance of design in art, the claim of the 
formalist is unjustified. For the underlying impulse to art is 
the demand for satisfaction of wishes in the imagination; de¬ 
sign is a necessary, not a sufficient, condition of beauty as many 
a faultless but cold and meaningless work attests. Moreover, 
design is no independent thing, imposed as from the outside 
upon imaginative expression, but a perfectly natural and inevit¬ 
able development of expression, when it is an end in itsdf. 

Parker’s main criticism against the fonnalism of Bell and Fry, 
then, is that it has singled out one element, the form, as the es¬ 
sence of art, to the total neglect of the imaginative and linguistic 

elements, the content . 

To this criticism we may reply that, in the first place, Bell and 
Fry (except in his last period) do recognize the aesthetic legitimacy 
of the linguistic dimension of art That is to say, they emphasize, 
as much as Parker, the importance of the musical values of line 
and color. Parker's criticism may apply to some formalists like 
Herbart, who took as the essence of beauty the relations that exist 
among elements, but it is incorrect when employed against Bell 
and Fry. 

Secondly, so far as the imaginative element is concerned, that is, 
the representational, both Bell and Fry do accept as legitimate 
constituents of pure art the plastic values of space, light, motion, 
texture, and weight. To these, of course, they add line, color, 
volume, and composition. Furthermore, like Parker, they insist 
upon the importance of certain of the spiritual values of art, 
namely, those having to do with the emotional properties of the 
plastic elements. An excellent example of their recognition of the 
legitimacy of the spiritual values is Fry’s deliverances on the im- 
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portancc of the qualities of power and delicacy as the)’ inhere in 
the lines and masses of Raphael’s ’Transfiguration.” ia 

What Bell and Fry repudiate is the aesthetic relevance of the 
nonplastic spiritual values, those that are associated with the re¬ 
ligious, philosophical, psychological, and social elements of the 
painting. And this rejection, I think, brings us to the heart of the 
real issue between Parker and Bell and Fry: Ought art to contain 
these nonplastic spiritual values? Bell and Fry, for reasons which 
we have already set forth, assert that art ought only to exhibit our 
vision of reality as significant form; that pure art ought to embody 
only the plastic-emotional character of reality; and that art ought 
to satisfy only one desire, the desire to see and communicate sig¬ 
nificant form. Parker, on the other hand, insists that art ought to 
contain any vision, <iny imaginative desire. Thus, the real issue 
between them has to do with the range of communication that art 
should possess. Ought art to embody any experience; or should it 
limit itself to one, our experience of reality as significant form? 

Thirdly, Parker's conception of form is quite different horn that 
of Bell and Fry. Parker’s “form" is abstract and has to do with 
certain properties that belong to the organization of elements 
within the work of art.’* Also, his form excludes line and color. 
Bell’s and Fry’s conception of form is concrete and includes as 
part of its meaning line, color, combinations among them and, in 
Fry particularly, light, space, and other plastic elements. 

Parker’s second criticism is that the formalists do not realize 
that many works of art have form but are essentially cold and 
meaningless. I take it that he means by this criticism that there 
are many works, for example, a good number of David’s, which 
have unity, balance, variety, evolution, and hierarchy, but arc lack¬ 
ing in qualities that make for great art. 

This criticism presupposes a distinction between form and feel¬ 
ings, which, of course. Bell and Fry would not accept. For them, 
form that is cold and meaningless is a self-contradiction, since the 
very meaning of form is certain plastic combinations whose quali- 
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tics (like delicacy or power) evoke from the spectators an intense 
emotional response, namely, the aesthetic emotion. Here too, 
Parker's criticism is misdirected, resting upon a conception of form 
that is so very different from that of Bell and Fry. 

Parker’s second criticism leads to his third and the final one that 
we need consider at this stage of our inquiry. Art communicates 
and evokes emotions, and the formalists deny this. But, again, we 
must reply that this is a completely unwarranted criticism, since 
both Bell and Fry affirm as strongly as Parker that art communi¬ 
cates emotion, and that this communication evokes a similar emo¬ 
tion in the spectator. What Bell and Fry do deny is that art ought 
to communicate and evoke any emotion. Therefore, this issue re¬ 
solves into the first: Ought art to be concerned with all emotions 
or only the emotion that is engendered by our apprehension of 
significant form? 

To sum up, then. The real issue between Parker and the formal¬ 
ists, Bell and Fry, has to do with the range of expression in the arts. 
Ought an aesthetic theory to prescribe the limits of artistic com¬ 
munication? May art express anything? 


Ducasse't E{nationalistic Critique 

Parker's last criticism brings us to the conflict between emotion¬ 
alism and formalism in contemporary aesthetic theory. The criti¬ 
cism tliat formalism arbitrarily limits the range of artistic expres¬ 
sion is continued by one of the foremost contemporary representa¬ 
tives of the emotionalist theory, C. J. Ducasse. Ducasses main 
contention about art is that it is a language. Like I. A. Richards 
and the positivists, Ducasse distinguishes between two basic kinds 
of linguistic functioning, the language of emotions and the lan¬ 
guage of factual assertions. He places art completely in the category 
of emotional language. 14 

Like Bell, Fry, and Parker, Ducasse accepts the distinction be¬ 
tween the form and the content of a work of art. "In any aesthetic 
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object it is possible to distinguish two fundamental aspects: Form, 
and Content (or Material). By form is meant simply arrangement 
or order, and by content or mattCT, whatever it happens to be that 
is arranged, ordered." “ Content, for Ducasse, comprises certain 
dramatic, and form, the abstract, elements of a work of art. Dra¬ 
matic elements are representations of people or events, and abstract 
elements are lines, colors, tones, and the like, with their temporal, 
spatial, or causal relations. 1 * Both content and form have their 
distinct emotional character; lines and colors as such, for example, 
communicate emotions as surely as do representations. 

We are now ready for Ducasse’s objection to formalism: 

The dogma that would exalt design as alone of importance 
not only requires of design something it cannot really do but 
also acts to deprive painting, arbitrarily, of resources it does have 
and for which there is no substitute — namely, the resources that 
representation of dramatic entities provides. For . . . what can 
be expressed in this way cannot be expressed in any other way; 
and surely to apply such epithets as "illustration" or "narrative 1 ' 
or ‘literary" to paintings that avail themselves of these particu¬ 
lar resources is not to give a reason why what they do thereby 
express should not be expressed. If these epithets are meant to 
imply that what is here done with paint could have been done 
better, or indeed done at all, with words, then they imply 
something patently false. No better example of this could be 
cited than Walter Pater's famous words on the “Mona Lisa.” 
They arc indeed themselves a noble example of literary art, but 
obviously in no way are they a substitute for the painting itself. 
No art can express exactly what another art does. Not even two 
works of the same art can express exactly the same thing. In the 
language of thought, the words of which owe their import to 
convention, there is such a thing as two differently worded state¬ 
ments that mean exactly the same thing; but in the language 
of feeling, which art is, there are no synonymous expressions. 11 

Ducasse’s criticism, brilliant as it is, raises another fundamental 
issue between formalism and its opponents which has nothing par- 
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ticularly to do with the conflict between emotionalism and formal¬ 
ism. The issue, again, is what ought each of the arts to do? 

The formalist or "purist," for that is what he is on this issue, 
like Bell and Fry, believes that the arts ought to do what they can 
do best and what distinguishes them from each other. The reason 
he rejects narrative representation, for example, in paintings is not 
that painting cannot as a matter of fact depict events but that he 
is convinced that the discipline of narration belongs intrinsically 
to literature, since literature can serve narration best; and, further, 
that painting which offers more than a rendition of significant 
form constitutes a violation of the medium of the art of painting. 

Ducassc's counterclaim is that painting ought to do narration 
and, in fact, any kind of representation because it is not alien to 
the medium of painting, but belongs to it as much as line and 
color. Painting can and ought to represent because the kind of 
representation that it can offer cannot be done better — in fact, 
it cannot be done at all — in literature. Thus if, in their quarrel 
with formalism, Parker has raised the issue of the extent of com¬ 
munication in the arts, Ducasse has specified it by asking what are 
the limits of communication in each of the separate arts. 

Vdron's, the Neo-Thomist, and the Marxist Critiques 

There is another emotionalist, Eugene Vdron, who, although he 
preceded Bell, Fry, and Ducasse, offered a valiant objection to 
formalism that we should consider in our present discussion. 
V6ron, like Ducasse, regards the essence of art as the embodiment 
of emotions that the artist experienced and placed in his art cre- 
ation. 1 * But more important than this definition is his distinction 
between two kinds of art, the decorative and the expressive. Deco¬ 
rative art is that in which form is emphasized, that is to say, in 
which qualities like harmony, grace, and the sensuous are stressed. 
Expressive art is that which embodies profound emotions and 
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great subjects. It i$, therefore, primarily intellectual and moral art. 
Like Parker, V6ron insists upon the formal, decorative base of such 
art. Without the beauty of the sensuous, the expressive falls flat. 
But without the richness of the expressive, the decorative remains 
thin. The greatest works of art are combinations of the two.** 

Vcron’s implied criticism of formalism, which, once more, has 
little to do with emotionalist aesthetic doctrines, is that formalism 
ignores the importance of ''elevated” themes, important subjects, 
the whole realm of the ideational in art. Formalism necessarily 
reduces art to sensuous surface and decoration, thereby incapaci¬ 
tating itself to explain much that is important in artistic com¬ 
munication.* 0 

In contemporary thought, there are two extremely powerful 
philosophical movements, the Nco-Thomist and the Marxist, 
which have, in their aesthetic reflections, reiterated the sort of 
criticism of formalism that V6ron offered. 

In the aesthetics of the leading exponent of Neo-Thomism, 
Jacques Maritain, there is this same insistence upon the impor¬ 
tance of the ideational in art. There is also drawn the same distinc¬ 
tion between the form and the content in the work of art, which 
we have seen to characterize all the aesthetic theories that we have 
discussed thus far. 

For Maritain, every art object is the sensuous embodiment of a 
universal or a group of them. This is taken to be the fundamental 
content of art, and it b asserted that no adequate aesthetic theory 
can overlook its importance. This content is rendered within some 
medium where it b treated with some degree of clarity, integrity, 
and harmony. These latter are regarded as the formal charactcr- 
btics of art.* 1 Both content and form have an ontological signifi¬ 
cance but we need not be concerned with that here where our 
interest b in the Neo-Thombt critique of formalism. 

On Maritain’s theory, formalbm b that doctrine which excludes 
from aesthetic consideration the ideational content, the presents- 
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tion of universals, of the work of art, and concerns itself only with 
the clarity, integrity, and harmony of the work. In other words, 
formalism is rejected as being only half an aesthetic theory. 

This criticism is not quite correct. Bell and Fry, at any rate, do 
recognize the aesthetic legitimacy of some universals in art, namely, 
those relating to significant form or what we may refer to as plastic 
structure. Space, light, color, line, mass, etc., arc universals, and 
Bell and Fry, as formalists, certainly insist as strongly as any aes- 
thetician upon the artistic importance of them. What Bell and 
Fry deny is that art, i.e., painting, ought to embody any universal. 
And, of course, this renders the conflict between the intellectualism 
of Nco-Thomist aesthetics and the formalism of Bell and Fry 
identical with that of Parker and the formalists: What is the aes¬ 
thetically legitimate range of artistic expression? 

The most severe critics of the formalists in our period, I think, 
arc the Marxists, for the ) 1 have tied up the theory with the art-for- 
art's-sakc movement and the political decadence implied in that 
movement. In general, Marxist aesthetics concentrates upon the 
socio-economic origins and effects of art. When it deals with actual 
specific works of art, its main concern is with the political and 
social values contained in them. And since it is in literature that 
these values are most discernible, Marxist aesthetics has focused 
upon that art. 

The Marxist theory of art is part of its general theory of culture. 
Every society, it is maintained, is rooted in certain economic in¬ 
stitutions that have to do with the prevailing modes of production. 
These institutions arc said to constitute the structure of that so¬ 
ciety. 

Every society has also its customs, social beliefs, religion, phi¬ 
losophy, and art. These constitute its culture, which the Marxists 
call the superstructure of the society. Tire basic ideas of each so¬ 
ciety, as the)' arc reflections of prevailing modes of production, the 
Marxists refer to as the ideology of that society. The fundamental 
thing about every ideology is that it is an articulation of the class 
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struggle occurring in the prevailing society. In our own period, of 
course, the dominant ideology has been, perhaps still is, the bour¬ 
geois, in which all the values embodied in religion, social thought, 
philosophy, and the arts are the expressions of our capitalistic 
economy. 

However, in each society, because of the dialectical character of 
the class struggle, there arises a countcrideology which represents 
the interests of the class that is aiming to come into power. And in 
our period, that new ideology, with its new philosophy, social 
thought, and aesthetics, is that of the proletariat. Every thinker, 
nay, every human being, like it or not, it is contended, must choose 
between these two mutually exclusive ideologies. This holds for 
aesthetics as well . 11 

In aesthetics, the Marxists also accept the distinction between 
the form and the content of the work of art. The content is all 
the ideological values of the work, and the form is the way in which 
these values are expressed, the "style” of the work. Both tire con¬ 
tent and the form, it is affirmed, are conditioned by economic 
stnrcturcs and, consequently, both are manifestations of the pre¬ 
vailing class struggle. 

We may now present the Marxist criticism of formalism. Its 
fundamental objection is simply that aestheticians like Bell and 
Fry find no place for content — ideological values —in art. No 
work of art, the Marxists say, can be understood or evaluated with¬ 
out a complete analysis of the social and political ideas contained 
cither openly or unwittingly in it. Like Viron and Mari tain, the 
Marxists regard what is said in art as at least as important as (in 
the case of the Marxists, perhaps much mote important than) 
how it is said. And any theory which does not recognize the im¬ 
portance of what is said or which concentrates only upon the how 
of a work of art, tire way the formalists (supposedly) do, is inade¬ 
quate; and furthermore, it reflects a completely decadent ideology, 
a desire to escape from the social and political struggles of our 
time.** 



PHILOSOPHY OF THE ARTS 


3 * 

Summery, and Further Criticisms of Bell and Fry 

In contemporary aesthetic theory there is much talk about formal¬ 
ism, on the one hand, and emotionalism, voluntarism, Marxism, 
Neo-Thomistn, on the other. In these last two chapters we have 
attempted to elucidate this conflict; and, if out exposition has been 
adequate, we have seen that there are real issues involved here but 
that they have little to do with the omnibus labels, formalism, 
emotionalism, intellectualism, etc. 

Instead, we have seen that the conflict between formalism and 
its critics resolves into certain issues that have to do with problems 
like the nature of representation; form and content, and the re¬ 
spective importance of each; the medium; and the aesthetic legiti¬ 
macy of emotions, desires and ideas in art. All of these problems 
and issues converge on the central questions of the nature of art 
and its capacities as a mode of communication. 

There arc important problems in contemporary aesthetics and 
most of these are involved in the conflict between formalism and 
its critics; but they can be dealt with best, I think, if we specify 
them and unravel them one at a time. Is the form more important 
than the content, or vice vem? Are they coequal? Or is the dis¬ 
tinction itself illegitimate? Is representation a contributing factor 
to painting? Or, perhaps, is the whole of art representational? Arc 
ideas and emotions, of any kind, legitimate constituents of any art? 
Is formalism, itself, as an omnibus aesthetics, committed to an 
arbitrary limitation of artistic expression? These arc among the 
specific problems that we must discuss if we arc to develop an 
adequate philosophy of art. 

Before we begin our aesthetic reconstructions, there are a few 
more criticisms that should be made of the views of Bell and Fry, 
as these views concern the nature of the art object. In the first 
place, a reading of their histories of various painters and schools 
of painting discloses a curious inconsistency between their critical 
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practice and their aesthetic theory. In the various writings of Bell 
one can find many favorable observations on the nonplastic quali¬ 
ties of art. In Since C 4 zanne, for example, he refers quite approv¬ 
ingly to the ideational paganism of Bonnard, to his wit, whimsy, 
and fantasy. “Lflee Renoir, he loves life as he Ends it. He, too, 
enjoys intensely those good, familiar things that perhaps only 
artists can enjoy to the full — sunshine and flowers, white tables 
spread beneath trees, fruits, crockery, leafage, the movements of 
young animals, the grace of girls and the amplitude of fat women. 
Also, he loves intimacy. He is profoundly French. He reminds one 
sometimes of Rameau and sometimes of Ravel, sometimes of 
Lafontainc and sometimes of Laforgue." u So, too, with Fry. In all 
of his critical works, he discusses art partly in thematic, representa¬ 
tional terms, with no evidence of the repudiation of their aesthetic 
validity. Now, of course, this does not mean that Bell’s and Fry's 
aesthetic theory is incorrect, only that they do not practice it. 

A more serious criticism, I think, has to do with the entire in¬ 
adequacy of their conception of significant form; for they leave it 
much too unanalyzed to be considered seriously as the essence of 
art. M Bell construes it as the aesthetically moving combination of 
line and color; Fry, as relational spatial structure. But this reveals 
so little about the essence of art. Significant form becomes a kind 
of mystical quality, to be apprehended only by intuition, and really 
quite an ineffable quality at that, in spite of Bell’s plea as to its 
objectivity. For the objectivity, in the end, reduces to a subjective 
thing, since significant form can be discerned only by someone in 
a state of rapture. Such a standard cannot allow for any real dispute 
ova the presence or lack of significant form, since there is nothing 
to dispute about. One either has the state or one has not. Con¬ 
sequently, their theory leads ultimately to an aesthetics of irration¬ 
ality in which no practical critical discussion of the aesthetic merit 
of a particular work of art is possible. Their theory, I think it is 
fair to say, offers no adequate criteria for criticism. Certainly it 
will not do to say that nonrepresentation is the criterion in terms 


34 PHILOSOPHY OF THE ARTS 

of which wc ought to judge whether a work of art is good or has 
significant form, since not all nonrepresentational art is good, even 
on their theory. Also, their theory docs not explain in any satisfac¬ 
tory way just which particular combinations of line and color are 
significant and deserving of our critical praise. Finally, even in 
plastic terms, painting is more than combinations of line and 
color or spatial composition. As Fry himself recognized in "An 
Essay in Aesthetics,” plastic form also includes light, space, shade, 
rhythm, and mass. And one might add: texture, drawing, move¬ 
ment, and volume-tension.*® 

One may conclude, quite rightly, I think, from our first objec¬ 
tion to Bell and Fry that any theory which proclaims that art is 
essentially significant form must offer a richer analysis of significant 
form than theirs; and that one test of the adequacy of any aesthetic 
theory is the criteria it offers in the aid of practical criticism of the 
various arts. In fact, ultimately, this is probably the best way to 
judge any aesthetic theory: if it works itself out in concrete criti¬ 
cisms of specific works of art. 

Finally, one may object to the theory of Bell and Fry on the 
grounds that it does not explain all of the arts. Even if wc grant 
that it applies to painting and music, it has very little to say about 
the novel, poetry, architecture, the dance, and the motion picture. 


3 

RESOLUTION: THE ORGANIC THEORY 

Analysis of the Form-Content Distinction 

In this chapter I should like to propose an empirical theory of art 
that will resolve the basic issues between formalism and its critics. 
A number of analyses are required. Let us begin with the analysis 
of a distinction that, I think, is responsible for more of the difficul¬ 
ties in contemporary aesthetic thought than any other — the form- 
content distinction. 

Now, in order to understand the significance of this distinction 
in aesthetic (and critical) theory, it may be well to consider the 
various ways in which the distinction appears in ordinary, com¬ 
mon-sense language and in technical logical analysis. 

Common sense, to begin with, regards form as a synonym of 
shape, and content as synonymous with matter in much of its talk. 
We say, for example, that two pennies, one copper, the other lead, 
have the same form, meaning shape, and different content, mean¬ 
ing matter. Or we say of two pieces of silver jewelry, where one is 
round and the other square, that they differ in form but not in 
content. Or, if we arc in the presence of two round tables, one of 
which is made of oak, the other of mahogany, we may remark 
that whereas they have the same shape, meaning form, they differ 
in their matter, meaning content. 

But this is not the only way in which common sense distinguishes 
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between fotm and content. It also employs form as a synonym of 
appearance, as when it says of a dilapidated house, for example, 
that its outward form or appearance is ugly. 

Further, the distinction manifests itself in ordinary speech in 
the distinction between the "what" as against the "how" of certain 
complexes or states of affairs. Consider the presence of four chil¬ 
dren’s playing blocks, called A, B, C, and D. These blocks may be 
arranged in many different ways, as BACD or ACDB, and so on. 
In this situation, we could say that the blocks, the "what' of the 
complex, are the content, and the serial order arrangement, the 
"how" of the complex, is the form. 

The “what-how” usage, however, usually occurs in the distinc¬ 
tion between certain elements and the organization of them. Con¬ 
sider the statement of the four freedoms of the Atlantic Charter. 
The four sentences of the total statement, complete with their 
meanings, we call the content, tire elements, of the total statement. 
We further recognize that these elements, these individual sen¬ 
tences, the content, can be arranged or organized in different ways. 
That is, in one case we may write the sentence about freedom of 
religion above the sentence about freedom from fear; or we may 
reverse that order and get a new organization of elements. In 
these two cases the organization of, the relations between, the 
elements differ; but the elements — the individual sentences — re¬ 
main the same. The form changes while the content is constant. 

Serial order, however, is not always present in the "how-what” 
variety of the form-content distinction. Consider the message, 
"Come home!” We may write it, wire it, telephone it, yell it, or 
gesture it. Here the content remains the same throughout the 
different modes of expressing it. The form usage in this example 
is not rooted in “how" as serial order but "how" as the way in 
which something is said, the mode of expression, the medium. 

Common sense also means by form in some of its linguistic 
usages class, kind, or species; and in this context it means by con¬ 
tent the members of the class. We say, for example, that England 
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and America have the same kind or form of government; or that 
the dance and music as art forms arc similar; or that the movies 
are a form of escape; or that Russia is a form of totalitarianism. 
Now, in all of these cases, England, America, the dance, music, 
the movies, and Russia are members of certain classes, the content 
of certain forms. 

The final way that wc shall consider in which common sense 
uses the form-content distinction is in its distinction between 
abstract pattern and the completion of the pattern. All magazines 
have in their pages at various times what they call "subscription 
forms." These are patterns, partly blank, partly filled in. In its 
original state, each of these has form but no content. It is a variable; 
wc say in logic, a propositional function. When wc fill it in, ix., 
give values to its variables, we give a content to it; and we may 
then say it lias both a form and a content. 

Contemporary logical theory has itself contributed much toward 
the understanding of the form-content distinction, even as it 
obtains in aesthetic and critical usage. Bertrand Russell has dealt 
extensively with the concept of logical form and has elucidated 
its fundamental meaning. The best way to define form, he declares, 
is in terms of propositions. 

In every proposition . . . there is, besides the particular 
subject matter concerned, a certain form, a way in which the 
constituents of the proposition ... arc put together. If I say, 
"Socrates is mortal,” "Jones is angry," "The sun is hot,” there 
is something in common in these three cases, something indi¬ 
cated by the word "is.” What is in common is the form of the 
proposition, not an actual constituent. 1 

From any of these propositions we can derive the others, by a 
process of substitution; and that which remains unchanged when 
wc replace constituents and get different propositions is the form 
of these propositions. Form is thus the variable invariant of a 
number of specific propositions. And the content may be designated 
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as the specific values of any of these propositions. The form of the 
above propositions is subject-predicate, which mathematical logic 
symbolizes by Px, where P stands for the predicate and x for the 
subject. From the variable function Px we can derive, by sub¬ 
stituting subject values like "Socrates" or "Jones" or "the sun 
and predicate values like “hot” or “angry” or "mortal,” the propo¬ 
sitions, "Socrates is mortal,” "Jones is angry” and “The sun is hot." 

Besides the variable function Px there are relational variable 
functions; c.g., aRb or aRbc, which are the forms of numerous 
dyadically and triadically relational propositions like "Socrates 
loves Plato” or “Mary hates John” and “John gives Joan a book.” 
Mathematical logicians have enumerated others of these logical 
forms which can be abstracted from our language and actual states 
of affairs; these include molecular, existential, general, and com¬ 
pletely general forms. However, detailed considerations of these 
belong to more technical discussions in mathematical logic and 
are not relevant to this aesthetic context. 

We may now consider the form-content distinction in con¬ 
temporary aesthetic theory. In the first place, the common-sense 
usage of form as shape appears in concrete discussions of the arts. 
Many aestheticians and artists use shape as a synonym of form. 
Henry Moore and Alexander Calder, for example, talk about 
certain natural and human forms. 8 

It is difficult to understand the meaning of content in this lin¬ 
guistic context. Presumably, it has both a narrow and an extended 
meaning. Narrowly, it refers to what is shaped, be it the representa¬ 
tion of a man, a horse, or a tree. But in its more extended refer¬ 
ence, it denotes the entire work, in which case the forms comprise 
only part of the total content. Consequently, on this first ex¬ 
tended adaptation of the form-content distinction, content and 
form are not taken as coordinate values of the work of art, but as 
its genus and species. 

Aestheticians (including artists and critics) also mean by form 
and content the “how” as against the "what" of a work of art. 
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And, so far as I can determine, this usage has at least three distinct 
variations. 

(1) The what of a work of art is its theme, “what it is about," 
the subject, the "Idea”; and the how is the way in which the 
Idea or theme is expressed. Artist-critics like A. E. Housman and 
acsthcticians like C. J. Ducasse sometimes talk this way.* 

In this linguistic context, the content is but one element in the 
work of art, the most abstract; and the form becomes everything 
else: the lines, colors, even the specific representations of people 
and events! For example, consider two famous "Crucifixions,” 
one by El Greco, the other by Griincwald. One could say, and 
quite in keeping with aesthetic usage, that the content of both 
pictures is similar, namely, the crucifixion, which is the theme of 
both paintings, "what they are about”; and that the form, which 
is the manner in which the crucifixion is exhibited, is very dif¬ 
ferent because of the colors, the design, and the representations 
near Christ — in the El Greco, the Virgin weeping on the right of 
Jesus, with no one on His left; and in the Griincwald, the Virgin 
again on the right of Jesus, but with John the Baptist on His left, 
pointing his finger at Him. 

The form here includes not only the specific individuals repre¬ 
sented, but also all the emotions associated with them. Further¬ 
more, on this view, the content may be said to be repeatable from 
picture to picture, so that all the "Crucifixions" that there are 
could be said to have the same content. Also, in this context, 
aesthetic formalism is the doctrine that it is how something is 
said, not what is said, that is all-important. 4 

(a) The what, or content, of a work of art is its terms or ele¬ 
ments, which may include dramatic entities like people as well as 
colors, lines, or shapes, tones, etc., in the case of the arts other 
than painting; and the how, or form, is all the relations — spatial, 
temporal, or causa! — among the elements. 

This usage, I suppose, is the most generally accepted one in 
contemporary aesthetic analysis and corresponds pretty much to 
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the way in which form and content are mostly used in ordinary 
linguistic contexts. Content is the terms; form, the organization 

In present aesthetic theory Ducasse, although he is diversified 
and even ambiguous in his usage, is the champion of this interpre¬ 
tation of the distinction. "By form is meant simply arrangement 
or order; and by content . . . whatever it happens to be that is 
arranged, ordered.” • 

Formalism, in this usage, is the view that in art only the re¬ 
lations arc important, not the terms related. Such a theory was 
held by Herbart and Zimmermann. 

(3) The what, or content, is the Idea or theme; and the how, 
or form, is the medium in which it is presented. Hanslick offers 
us an excellent example of this usage. He is arguing that in music 
there is no distinction between form and content which, he con¬ 
tinues, 

presents a sharp contrast to poetry, painting, and sculpture, 
inasmuch as these arts are capable of representing the same idea 
and the same event in different forms. The story of William 1 ell 
supplied to Florian the subject for a historical novel, to Schiller 
the subject for a play, while Goethe began to treat it as an epic 
poem. The substance [content] is everywhere the same ... and 
jet the form differs in each case • 

A third way in which discussions of the arts employ the dis¬ 
tinction between form and content is similar to species (2) of 
the second, except that it is more specific and normative. The 
content of the work of art is regarded as the elements and the 
form as a certain kind of successful arrangement, i.c., as an arrange¬ 
ment of elements in which certain principles of balance, propor¬ 
tion, and harmony are realized. This usage is as old as Pythagoras; 
and both Plato and Aristotle sometimes construed artistic form 
in this way. In present aesthetics, Parker has also advanced such 
a doctrine. 
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Formalism, in this tradition, is the view that in art it is harmony, 
balance, and proportion that are all-important. 

The final way that we shall consider in which the distinction 
between form and content occurs in contemporary theory leads 
us away from the common-sense usages to the logical one that we 
discussed above. Acstheticians speak of the sonata form or the 
sonnet form or fugal forms. What they mean by these terms are 
certain generic invariants of structure that can be abstracted from 
many different works of art in the same way in which mathemati¬ 
cal logicians abstract invariant patterns from different propositions 
and facts by substituting variables for values. The musical aesthe- 
tician speaks of the classical ABA sonata form, and he means 
by it what Russell means by the classical subject-predicate form: 
a pattern that is shared by many different things in the world. 
The ABA sonata form is that abstract "musical propositional 
function” which becomes a "musical statement," so to speak, 
when the three variables. A, B, A, are filled in with the concrete 
values: exposition, development, recapitulation. When we say, 
therefore, that Ilaydn and Mozart, for example, compose in the 
sonata form, we mean at least that their symphonies have first 
movements which are alike in that they all have an exposition 
section, followed by a development section, in which the themes 
arc expanded, inverted, contracted, etc., and a concluding re¬ 
capitulation section in which the exposition returns to the tonic. 

What is true of the meaning of sonata form obtains in the 
usage of sonnet form as well. Here, too, we arc dealing with an 
abstract pattern, or scries of patterns, if we distinguish between 
the Italian, Shakespearian, and Spenserian sonnet forms, that is, 
with the variable invariants of a number of different poems. 

In this usage, we may say that many works of art have the same 
form but differ in their content; which usage is the exact opposite 
of that in which the content of a work of art is said to be the 
Idea and the form the way in which the Idea is expressed. 

In the light of this discussion of the form-content distinction, 
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let us return to the interpretation of the distinction offered by 
Bell and Fry. Bell construes artistic form as an aesthetically moving 
combination of lines and colon. This is a simple enough definition; 
and yet the more one examines it, the less it seems to be in accord 
with any of the above usages. His conception of form is not that 
of shape, mode of expression, relations, organization, or medium. 
Rather, Bell means by the form of a work of art certain elements 
in certain relations; that is, lines and colors in combinations that 
excite us. Form does not include certain other elements in re¬ 
lation, namely, the so-called representational ones. These Bell calls 
the content of the art object. 

There is at least one linguistic difficulty with this conception 
of the distinction between form and content. Consider once more 
C&annc’s "Italian Girl." When all the representations of objects 
and the girl arc resolved into line and color combinations, the 
picture, strictly speaking, no longer has a content, but only a 
form. Now, it seems rather odd, linguistically speaking, to say that 
this painting and, in fact, all great painting has form but no con¬ 
tent. This is, I think, only one of the difficulties acstheticians get 
into by using the form-content distinction altogether. 1 

In spite of this linguistic oddity, Bell’s conception of form is 
rather good in that he understands by it elements in relation 
instead of relations versus elements. This usage at least emphasizes 
the organic character of a work of art, which tire mathematical 
usage of relations versus elements docs not. 

In Bell's aesthetics, each art object has a "whatness” and a 
“howness,” but both of these include elements in relation, i.c., 
an organic complex of elements and relations. The what, or the 
content, of a work of art is all the dramatically representative 
elements in certain causal relations; and the how, or the form, all 
the lines and colors in spatial relations. Bell’s formalism, then, is 
the doctrine that in painting it is the plastic elements in relations 
that are all-important, and the nonplastic elements in relations 
that arc totally irrelevant. 
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Fry also distinguishes between, and even, in his third period, 
separates, form and content. Content includes those elements in 
the work of art that represent people or events and the associations 
attached to them, as all of these relate to each other. In Raphael’s 
"Transfiguration,” for example, Fry designates as the content all 
the Christian narrative elements in their causal relations to each 
other, the main one being that of mutual dependency. 

Form (in the second period) is all the plastic elements — line, 
color, light, volume, etc. — as they relate spatially to compose a 
unity in variety; or (in the third period) it is mere spatial relations 
as against any of the elements. Thus, in his second period. Fry is 
a formalist in Bell’s sense: It is certain elements in certain rela¬ 
tions that count for everything in art. In his third period, he 
returns to the traditional mathematical formalism of Herbart: 
It is the arrangement, the relations, the how, not the dements, 
the what, that is all-important in art. 

The great importance of both Bell and Fry (at least in his 
second period) lies in the fact that they offered a new conception 
of the distinction between form and content, one which compre¬ 
hended the ait object in more organic terms. In rejecting the 
mathematical approach to art — specifically, in repudiating the 
form-content distinction in terms of relations versus elements — 
and in suggesting that the form of a work of art comprises certain 
elements in relation, as the content includes certain other elements 
in relation, they brought us closer to an empirical conception of art. 

Resolution of the Distinction 

One of the overwhelming characteristics of contemporary aesthetic 
theory — and, I daresay, of past aesthetic theory as well — is its 
insistence upon the form-content distinction. It is, I suppose, 
one of the basic categories of aesthetic thought, analogous in its 
fundamental character to the substance-attribute distinction in 
metaphysical and logical thought. In our previous section we 
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offered a rather extended sampling of the ways in which the form- 
content distinction has been construed in aesthetic theory. All 
of these usages have their historical, linguistic roots; hence they 
cannot be rejected in any cavalier fashion. But what we can do — 
and this has its parallel in contemporary metaphysics and logic 
in their repudiation of the substance-attribute, subject-predicate 
philosophy — is to recommend the rejection of all of these usages 
on the grounds that none of them does full justice to the nature 
of the art object; and, furthermore, that they lead to misdirected 
or specious aesthetic disputes. 

I propose now to offer a new usage of form and content which is 
rooted in a more empirical consideration of the actual nature of 
works of art. This total analysis is based, in part, upon the writings 
of Bell, Fry, Parker, A. C. Bradley and Dewey in aesthetics and, 
more importantly, upon the articulated or suggested doctrines of 
practicing critics and artists like Cleanth Brooks, Albert Barnes, 
Martha Graham, Frank L. Wright, Elizabeth Selden, Henry 
Moore, Hanslick, Picasso and Matisse, to mention only a very few. 

The hypothesis in terms of which the form-content distinction 
will be considered has to do with the definition of art. Every work 
of art, the hypothesis states, is an organic complex, presented in a 
sensuous medium, which complex is composed of elements, their 
expressive characteristics and the relations obtaining among them. 
I hold that this is a real definition of art: i.e., an enumeration of 
the basic properties of art. 1 

In many works of art, namely, those traditionally called repre¬ 
sentational, those which include what Ducasse refers to as "dra¬ 
matic entities” or Parker “spiritual values,” we must single out 
one element and give it a name: the "subject.” 

The subject is that element in a work of art that stands for, 
denotes, represents, means, a specific person, thing, scene, or 
event which exists outside of the work, and which is what we 
say the work is about. Semantically, the subject functions as a 
sign of specific entities — i.e., persons, events, etc. 
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That which the work of art is about, let us call the "referent" 
or “object” of the work. 

Some examples will make clear our terminology. Consider, to 
begin with, Cdzanne’s "Mont Sainte-VictoiTC.” The subject is 
the lines and colors that constitute certain volumes within the art 
object which stand for, denote, represent, mean, the actual 
mountain. Semantically, the subject is an iconic sign of its object, 
for it is like that which it means. It is to the mountain what a 
photograph is to the person it represents. 

The object in this case is real, but it need not be. The object 
may be imaginary, as it probably is in Rousseau's "The Sleeping 
Gypsy.” In cases of this sort, the object is an idea in the artist’s 
or spectator’s mind, which is being represented by the subject. 

There is an intimate connection between objects and titles of 
works of art. In most paintings, at any rate, the title refers to the 
object of the work, "what it is about.” 

Consider, next, Milton’s Paradise Lost. Its object or referent is 
the Fall of Man as it exists in the minds of the readers of the Bible 
or as it existed in the past, if it actually did. The subject of 
Paradise Lost is those elements in it that specify the characters 
and events involved in the Fall. These include God, Satan, the 
angels, the revolt of the angels, and so on. 

It is worth noting that the subject of Paradise Lost is unique 
in the sense that Milton’s God, Satan, etc., are like no one clsc’s; 
whereas the object of the work may be the referent of many other 
works of art. Semantically, the subject, in its dimension as words, 
functions as symbols, i.e, as signs that have become fixed to con¬ 
notations through established usage. It is only when the words 
conjure up images that the subject assumes an iconic significance 
to its readers. 

In music the problem is more complex. The object or referent 
of the Eroica, for example, it is claimed, is heroism. The subject, 
then, is all of those sounds in the symphony that stand for heroism. 
However, some aestheticians have argued that music cannot have 
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a referent, in which case, it can have no subject They conclude 
from this that music (with the exception of onomatopoetic ele¬ 
ments) has no meaning or cannot represent anything. But, as we 
shall sec in Chapter 6, this is not a correct conclusion since 
elements other than subjects can mean and represent in art, 
including music. 

Finally, the recent Kocstler novel. Arrival and Departure, is 
about the problem of modem salvation, which problem exists 
quite independently of any work of art. The problem is specified 
as the conflict between the life of social action and the life of 
egocentric preoccupation with guilt. In the novel the subject is 
the hero, Peter, whose inner and outer struggles signify, in se¬ 
mantical terms, the externally existing conflict in modem society. 

All of these works of art are similar in that their referents can 
provide material for many other art objects. As we would say, 
there are many works of art on the same Idea or theme; they refer 
to the same thing; they are about the same thing. And, as A. C. 
Bradley pointed out, but with a different terminology, the Idea is 
primarily outside of the work of art* He is incorrect, however, in 
supposing that this is the sole existence of the theme (or Idea, 
referent, object). These also exist in the art object in the sense 
that the subject partakes of the same universal which is embodied 
in the referent. In fact, and I should regard this as central in any 
adequate theory of communication, the subject is capable of mean¬ 
ing the object to some person precisely because of the universal 
that is present in both. 10 

Besides the referent, what Dewey calls the "matter for" the 
work of art, there are the associations of the referent. These com¬ 
prise all of those experiences that the artist had before or while 
creating his work of art which are relevant to it. Milton’s reflec¬ 
tions on the Fall of Man; Kocstler’s experiences as a Communist 
(which he narrates so effectively in his Scum of the Earth); 
Beethoven’s reactions to democracy and heroism; and Cezanne's 
feelings for the mountain, Sainte-Victoire, are examples of asso- 
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ciations. We get our knowledge of these from the letters, diaries, 
and autobiographies of artists or from other similar sources left 
by their contemporaries, or even from Freudian or sociological 
analyses of their art works.** Tire associations, like the referents, 
exist primarily outside the art object, but may also exist within, 
as subjects or other dements. 

We come now to the content of a work of art. If we are to 
employ this concept at all, then, in order to avoid getting into 
the many specious disputes which traditional conceptions of con¬ 
tent have inspired, and in order to come to grips with the essen¬ 
tially organic character of art, we ought to interpret the content 
of a work of art as all that is in it: all the dements, expressive 
characteristics and the rdations that obtain among them.** This 
interpretation is in keeping with one ordinary usage of content 
in which wc say that the content of anything is what is in it; and 
is much more satisfactory in its results than interpreting content 
as theme, subject, or elements as against rdations. 

On this usage, then, we can speak of our previous examples in 
the following way. In Cezanne’s “Mont Sainte-Victoire,” the 
content can be said to be all the lines, colors, masses, volumes, 
drawing, design, space —in other words, the plastic —plus the 
subject and the expressive characteristics, as all of these relate 
together. In Parker’s terminology, the content of the picture is all 
the linguistic, plastic, and spiritual values as the)' organically re¬ 
late to make a total artistic complex. 

In Paradise Lost, the content includes the subject terms, the 
images, metaphors, attitudes, ideas, diction, versification, and 
their expressive characteristics, as they organically relate to each 
other. 

In the Eroica, the content comprises all the tones, chords, 
melodies, harmonics, rhythms, perhaps the subject, their expres¬ 
sive characteristics, also as all of these organically relate to each 
other. 

The content or substance 1 * or subject matter** of or matter in 1 * 
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the work of art is the work itself, the whole thing. It is something 
that cannot be said in any other way. Many works nay have the 
same theme or referent, be about the same thing, but every work 
has only one content. Donne, Shakespeare, Shelley, Eliot all speak 
of love, but the content of each of their poems is unique. Nowhere 
is the Lcibnizian principle of the identity of indisccmibles more 
secure than in the realm of artl 

Actual artistic production probably begins with the artist's ex¬ 
periences as they converge upon a theme or Idea. Then he selects 
and unifies in an imaginative way his material while embodying it 
in a sensuous medium. He creates an artistic content, to which 
he usually gives a name. But the name or title is a mere label, not 
to be confused with the work itself. Most spectators unfortunately 
regard the content of art as a springboard to the referent, and 
eventually, to their associations. Here Bell and Fry and Bradley 
arc right: Do not respond to the referent or the associations of the 
referent, but to the content. 

If the content of a work of art is conceived as all of its ex¬ 
pressive elements organically related to each other, what, then, 
is the form? Form, I submit, ought to be construed as exactly 
the same thing: the organic unification of the several expressive 
constituents of the work of art. Concrete artistic form, that is, 
the form of an individual work of art, ought not to be regarded 
merely as the relations or mode of expressing an Idea or shape 
or proportion of the work but as all of the expressive elements in 
relation. Form and content are to be regarded not as coordinates in 
art but as constituting the same coordination of elements, charac¬ 
teristics, and relations. Thus, there is no distinction on this usage 
between form and content in art. 

There arc elements and there are relations. But there are no 
elements, relations, or even grouping of them that can be singled 
out and designated as the content or the form except in an 
arbitrary and vitiating way. 1 * 
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Our proposal to eliminate the form-content distinction as ap¬ 
plied to concrete works of art and to construe them as synonyms is 
no mere stipulation as to the way in which we wish to use terms, 
no mere recommendation to effect an alteration of our aesthetic 
language in an attempt to abuse the language of common sense. 
The positivists and the Wittgenstcinians arc undoubtedly conect 
in their assertion that much of philosophy is of this character, but 
it is not our intention either to stipulate usage or commit linguistic 
abuse. Rather, we are offering a new way of talking about art 
which will not give rise to unnecessary aesthetic disputes and 
will be more consonant with its actual organic character. An 
aesthetic language that does not employ terms like form and 
content — which, let us be the first to admit, arc essential for some 
philosophical and ordinary modes of discourse — or, if it does 
use them, regards them as synonyms, so our hypothesis about the 
nature of art implies, is a more adequate language than those 
languages found in the aesthetic systems considered thus far. 
It is more adequate ultimately in the same sense that Russell’s rela¬ 
tional logic is more adequate in interpreting reality than the 
traditional Aristotelian subject-predicate logic: that is, it is a 
truer language because it corresponds to the facts. 

Now, in the sense that art is an organic complex of elements, 
expressive in character, embodied in a sensuous medium, it is 
significant form. But to say that art is significant form is to say 
that it is also significant content. The two statements mean the 
same thing: that art may include as its constituents lines, colors, 
tones, words, emotions, concepts, feelings, meanings, representa¬ 
tions, and subjects. Just as there is no artistic distinction between 
fonn and content, so there is no antithesis between form and 
ideas, representations and emotions. The problem, raised by Bell 
and Fry, of the legitimacy of these constituents remains, and it 
will be equivalent to asking whether or not these elements can 
integrate successfully with each other. 
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The analysis of form and content that we have been 6fiering has, 
I think, been approximated by at least three recent or contempo¬ 
rary aestheticians, Parker, Bamcs and Bradley. 

Parker affirms the distinction between form and content in his 
aesthetic writings. 11 But a careful reading of his formulation of 
the distinction reveals, I think, a position similar to that which 
we have been developing. By content, Parker means certain lin¬ 
guistic elements, like line and color, and certain plastic and 
spiritual representations, all in spatial, temporal, and causal (tclic) 
relations to each other. Parka docs not, like Ducasse, for example, 
accept the mathematical distinction between form and content 
(i.c., relations versus elements) as a legitimate aesthetic category, 
but regards content as being constituted by certain elements in 
relation. 

Form, for Parker, is a set of abstract properties of these elements 
in relation. It has to do with the unity, variety, balance, evolution, 
and hierarchy of these elements in relation. Consequently, Parker 
means by form certain second-order properties 11 of the content 
of art. But when we consider the concrete individual work of art, 
the distinction between form and content vanishes since both 
refer to the same thing; the linguistic and imaginative elements 
of art in organic relation to each other. 

Bamcs, in The A it in Pointing, distinguishes between two in¬ 
separable aspects of painting, plastic form and subject matter." 
'Die plastic form is the unity of the line, color, light, sliadow, 
design, volume, and composition, whereas the subject matta 
includes the spiritual and dramatic values of the work of art. 
Nowhere, however, docs Bamcs refer to the subject matter as the 
total content to be contrasted with the total form. Rather, the 
subject matter is one clement among othen, to be contrasted 
with the othas only because it is nonplastic in character. Now, 
if we rephrase Bamcs, which wc can do without any violation of 
his doctrine, his similarity to our own position, regarding art as 
organic and form and content as indistinguishable, becomes ap- 
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parent. For Barnes, the art object is the unity of plastic and 
nonplastic elements in relation; and the whole object is significant 
form, that is, a complex of expressive, ideational, and plastic 
elements organically related to each other. 80 

In Bradley’s “Poetry for Poetry's Sake” there is the same recog¬ 
nition of form and content which arc taken as inseparable albeit 
distinguishable elements of art. The content is regarded as the 
whole poem, the fonn as the versification. But it is quite arbitrary 
and unnecessary to call versification the form of a poem. Bradley 
docs so because he persists in thinking of form in mathematical, 
relational terms. Actually, however, Bradley docs deny the coordi¬ 
nate character of form and content. The poem is really an in¬ 
tegration of elements organically related to each other, in which 
one element, among others, is versification. 

Meaning of the Organic in Art 

Art, we have stated, is an organic complex or integration of 
expressive elements embodied in a sensuous medium. It is now 
necessary to examine the meanings of the organic and expressive 
in order to clarify our definition of art. 

First, the nature of the organic in art. In general, at least two 
kinds of complex or system can be distinguished in the world, the 
mechanical and the organic. 

Consider, as an example of a mechanical system, the statement 
of the four freedoms in the Atlantic Charter. In this "statement 
system” there arc a number of constituents, including certain ele¬ 
ments or terms, their characteristics, and the relations obtaining 
among them. The terms, i.e., the individual statements, such as 
"There shall be freedom of religion,” are significant and under¬ 
standable by themselves. Their meanings are not dependent upon 
each other. The relations that any one of these statements has to 
each of the others do not change the meaning or the nature of the 
other statements. Nor do the terms themselves change the nature 
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of the other tenns. We may say, then, that the elements, charac¬ 
teristics, and relations of this linguistic complex are externally 
constituted in the sense that no one element, characteristic, or 
relation is an attribute of any of the others. The constituents, in 
their nature and meaning, remain the same no matter what the 
relations among them. Even the serial ordering of the four state¬ 
ments or their serial reordering makes absolutely no difference to 
the statements themselves, so far as their meanings arc concerned. 
That is to say, it does not matter to the meanings of the state¬ 
ments if the statement about freedom of speech, for example, 
comes before or after the statement about freedom from fear. Here, 
then, is an example of a system in which what is said — namely, 
the four freedoms — is distinguishable from how it is said. 

In contrast to systems like the statement of the four freedoms, 
there arc complexes in which the constituents do make a difference 
to each other because of the nature of their relations or of their 
characteristics. If this is taken as the essential feature of an in¬ 
ternally constituted complex, then we may say that an organic 
system is an internally constituted one. That is to say, it is a com¬ 
plex in which every constituent, be it clement, characteristic or 
relation, plays its role not only in terms of itself, but also in tenns 
of the other constituents. Every element, every characteristic, 
every relation, even that of mere serial order, makes a difference 
to every other. This means that no constituent can be understood 
by itself but must be seen in its relations to the others as well. 

In logical terminology, we may say that an organic complex is 
one in which any constituent a is an argument variable of all the 
others x(C— a), that is, the class of all the constituents minus 
the original one. 

The central difference between a mechanical and an organic 
system, then, is that in the first every constituent is externally 
constituted; whereas in the second, every constituent is internally 
constituted. Unlike the monists and the monadists, we do not 
mean by an organic system one in which there arc no relations or 
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in which relations can be reduced to predicates of terms or Wholes; 
but rather one in which (a) relations, real in the sense of being 
irreducible, (b) elements, and (c) their characteristics are part of 
the nature of each other.* 1 

As a disciple of contemporary realism, which roots itself histori¬ 
cally in the rejection of the doctrine of internal relations and 
a fortiori in the doctrine of internal constituency, I should like 
very much to deny the existence of organic systems and remain 
content with a cosmology in which all complexes are pluralities 
of terms externally related to each other. But aesthetic inquiry, 
it seems to me, demands that we recognize and accept at least 
one kind of internally related and internally constituted complex, 
namely, the work of art. To resolve a work of art into a mechanical 
system is tantamount to destroying its aesthetic nature. 

” Let us see how this distinction between mechanical and organic 
constituents and complexes applies to art. Consider, to begin with, 
a novel. Is the cover of the novel a mechanical or an organic 
constituent? What about the quality of the paper? Both of these, 
it is obvious, do not make a difference to the novel, i.c., to its 
characters, plot, themes, etc., hence, arc mechanical elements. 
Change the cover, rebind the book, improve the paper, and the 
novel has not been affected because these ate not factors in it 
as a work of art. 

Contrast this with the frame of a picture or the quality of its 
surface areal The theory of framing is quite undeveloped today 
but everyone recognizes that the frame is one element among 
others, which the artist or museum director must consider when 
he is concerned with the picture as a work of art.” 

So far as the quality of the surface area is concerned, that this 
makes a difference to all the plastic and subject elements of the 
painting has been recognized by artists for centuries. In contem¬ 
porary art, the experimentations on wood, glass, cardboard, etc., 
and the attempt to derive from these materials certain expressive 
effects show the contributory roles these painting surfaces play. Be- 
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cause they do make a difference to the expressive qualities of the 
colors, lines, luminosity, even the subject elements, they are organic 
constituents. 

Another way in which the organic character of constituents mani¬ 
fests itself in painting is in the treatment of colors. Artists dis¬ 
tinguish between dominant colors, like red and yellow, and reces¬ 
sive colors, like blue and green. Red, when we look at it, has the 
tendency to come forward; blue, to go backward. (This is a psy¬ 
chological fact, characterizing the perceptual experiences of West¬ 
ern peoples, not necessarily a physical fact characterizing colors 
all by themselves.) An artist who wishes to preserve a balance 
within his picture would hesitate to put a large red volume on the 
front planes of his canvas if there were nothing on the back planes 
to counteract it, since the volume would tend to "spill over" the 
frame. Consequently, lie paints his large frontal volumes in reces¬ 
sive, soft colors and his back volumes in dominant, loud colors. 

There is nothing absolute about this specific treatment of colors, 
but it is certainly a characteristic of much great art. Two excellent 
examples arc Brueghel’s "Peasant Wedding Dance” and Seurat’s 
“Sur La Grande Jatte." In both of these, the two main large front 
figures arc in soft blues. These arc related immediately in space 
to other figures that arc in brighter colors, and this relation 
leads us from the one to the other parts of the canvas. Both artists 
recognize the organic character of color in relation to the volume 
of the figures. They realize, whether consciously or not is irrelevant, 
that the aesthetic value of the color of the large front figure volume 
will affect the aesthetic value of the color of the back smaller 
figure volumes. Hence, they visualize each color volume not only 
in terms of itself but also in terms of the other color volumes. Tire 
contemporary French painter, H. Matisse, has stated this organic 
character of color in a clear and revealing way: 

If, on a clean canvas, I put at intervals patches of blue, green, 

and red, with every touch that I put on, each of those pre¬ 
viously laid on loses in importance. Say I have to paint an 
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interior; I sec before me a wardrobe. It gives me a vivid sensa¬ 
tion of red; I put on the canvas the particular red that satisfies 
me. A relation is now established between this red and the 
paleness of the canvas. When I put on besides a green, and also 
a yellow to represent the floor, between this green and the 
yellow and the color of the canvas there will be still further 
relations. But these different tones diminish one another. It is 
necessary that the different tones I use be balanced in such a 
way that they do not destroy one another.* 1 

We find the same insistence upon the organic character of all 
the arts in many contemporary critics and artists. The best state¬ 
ment in practical criticism with which I am acquainted of this or¬ 
ganic principle that every constituent of an artistic complex must 
be understood in terms of itself in relation to the other constituents 
is that of C. Brooks and R. P. Warren, two American exponents of 
the "New Criticism," instituted by I. A. Richards and T. S. Eliot 
in England. 

A poem is not to be thought of as merely a bundle of things 
which are “poetic” in themselves. Not is it to be thought of, as 
the "message hunters” would seem to have it, as a kind of box, 
decorated or not, in which a "truth" or a “fine sentiment" is 
hidden. We avoid such difficulties by thinking of a poem as a 
piece of writing which gives us a certain effect in which, we dis¬ 
cover, the “poetry” inheres. 

This is very different from considering a poem as a group of 
mechanically combined elements — meter, rime, figurative lan¬ 
guage, idea, etc. — which are put together to make a poem as 
bricks arc put together to make a wall. The question, then, about 
any clement in a poem is not whether it is in itself pleasing, or 
agreeable, or valuable, or “poetical,” but whether it works with 
the other elements to create the effect intended by the poet. 
The relationship among the elements in a poem is therefore all 
important, and it is not a mechanical relationship but one which 
is far more intimate and fundamental. If we should compare 
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a poem to the make-up of some physical object it ought not 

to be to a wall but to something organic like a plant. 24 

One may raise the question of the ontological character of 
mechanical and organic complexes. Many philosophers would un¬ 
doubtedly assert that the essential characteristic of these complexes, 
which determines their organic or mechanical nature, lies in the 
complex itself. But this is too dogmatic a view. All that one can 
say, on empirical grounds, is tliat the kind of system we have before 
us depends, in part, at least, upon our human purposes and in¬ 
terests. A chemist, qua chemist, would treat a painting quite differ¬ 
ently from a critic interested in it as a work of art. To a chemist, 
let us say, who is concerned with placing the picture in its historical 
period of origin, the painting becomes a mechanical system, in that 
he isolates certain chemical constituents of the colors on the 
canvas without any concern for their relations to the other con¬ 
stituents. But to the critic, there can be no such isolation since his 
main concern is with the nature of the constituents os they relate 
to each other. 

Afeuntrig of the Expressive in Art 

A work of art, according to our hypothesis, is an organic complex 
of expressive constituents. What, now, do we mean by expressive in 
this context? There has been a great deal of discussion in recent 
aesthetic theory of this concept, 33 but I should like to propose 
a real definition of the expressive in art without entering into the 
diverse usages of the concept. 

The meaning which we shall consider is that which affirms of 
some particular work of art, "the colors arc expressive but the gen¬ 
eral design is not," or "the melodies arc deeply expressive." Our 
problem is, what docs the word "expressive” refer to, if anything, 
in this context, which is the one basic to our general definition of 
art? 
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My own view is that anything in art is expressive (in the above 
sense) if it is construed by some spectator to be a sign 30 of (1) a 
specific emotion or feeling, (a) an emotional quality, or (3) some¬ 
thing that is a sign of an emotional quality or emotion. An ex¬ 
ample of (1) is the emotion of turbulence, of (2) the quality of 
the lyrical as against the dramatic in human experience; and of 
(3) the volume figure in Picasso's "Woman in White” that is a 
sign of the property of voluminousness, which is itself a sign of 
some emotion to all of us. 

I think that this is what we mean when we assert, for example, 
that "the colors of this painting arc expressive"; the colors are 
functioning as signs of emotions to us. To state that any constituent 
of a work of art is expressive is to say that that constituent is asso¬ 
ciated with some emotion or emotional quality by us. This is the 
basic meaning of the expressive as that term is applied to the art 
object. Also, it is in this fundamental semantical sense that wc may 
claim of art that it embodies emotions. 

As signs, the expressive in art, like all signs, has both a presenta¬ 
tional and a representational character. Aesthcticians do not ques¬ 
tion the presentational aspect of the expressive in art; that is, its 
immediately given sensuous character.* 7 But the view that every 
artistic constituent, because it b expressive, is representational, is 
certainly a novel one and likely to create some misgivings among 
many aesthcticians. Our thesis, however, b clear: Because every 
constituent in art — not only the subject — functions as a sign of 
human emotion, it is representative of, means, denotes, 1 * either 
directly or indirectly, some human emotion or emotional quality. 

Expressive properties of artbtic elements may represent or mean 
in different ways. Consider, once again, Brueghel's "Peasant Wed¬ 
ding Dance," specifically, the color red, which is one of the leading 
colors in the painting. Now, (1) this red color may mean any red 
color; that is, it may mean its universal. In thb context, the red 
color is iconic with all the other instances of red that there arc. 
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(a) The color red may mean the concept "red,’’ in which case 
we say that the color is a symbol of the concept. (We could equally 
well say that the concept is a symbol of the color red, if we were 
reading the word "red" in a poem instead of seeing red in a pic¬ 
ture.) 

(3) Tire color red may mean that which we call, but with great 
inexactitude, warmth, liveliness, gaiety, where these latteT are cer¬ 
tain emotional qualities of our experiences. Here the color red 
functions as a symbol of warmth, etc, but because of certain psy¬ 
chological conditioning and general social and cultural (anthro¬ 
pologically speaking) acceptance, it is a symbol which is rather fixed 
in its meaning, in the way that the word “red'’ is rather fixed in its 
meaning. Because of this intimate association between the color 
red and the quality of warmth in our culture, we may call red in 
this context a transparent symbol of the warm, gay, or lively. 

(4) In contrast to transparent there are opaque symbols. Tire 
color red may mean adultery, peace, anxiety, a hog, love, hate, 
communism — in fact, anything at all. Iconological research, for 
example, might reveal that the color red in the Brueghel painting 
represented lechery to the artist and to his contemporaries. Now, 
in the sense that this red means lechery to Brueghel or anxiety to 
someone else or a frog to a third person who has a passion for a 
zoological Weltanschauung, it docs not mean what most of us 
today call warmth or gaiety or liveliness. The association of red 
with gaiety is easily made by all of us who share the same condi¬ 
tioning, whereas the association of red with lechery, anxiety, or a 
frog is made only by those who understand the limited language 
of the artist or the spectators. 

It should be obvious, of course, that the difference between a 
transparent and an opaque symbol is in part, at least, cultural. Per¬ 
haps the whole difference is cultural, but to say so is to commit 
oneself to a view that is too dogmatic. It may very well be that 
physiology and psychology will someday disclose the intimate con- 
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nection between red and the feeling of gaiety in such a way that 
we could claim that some symbols are physiologically transparent 
and others physiologically opaque. 

(5) The seeing of the red color may be like the experiencing of 
gaiety, liveliness, or warmth; hence we may say that the visual ex¬ 
perience is iconically expressive of the experience of warmth, etc. 
That is to say, a person who sees the color red may interpret his 
visual experience as being like an emotional tone of some of his 
other experiences which he refers to as liveliness or warmth or 
gaiety, if he is conditioned to do so. To paraphrase Carroll Pratt, 
red may look the way the lively feels.** 

The color red, then, even in one picture, may represent or mean 
in a variety of ways: iconically, either expressively (5) or nonexpres- 
sively (1); or symbolically, either transparently (2,3) or opaquely 

( 4 ). 

Consider, next, the progression of chords in the exposition sec¬ 
tion of the Eroica. This chordal progression is said by everyone to 
be profoundly expressive. Of what? we may ask, and this is tanta¬ 
mount to asking, of what is it a sign? Once more, we may say that 
the artistic constituent, the chordal progression, is expressive in the 
sense that it is a sign of many things, all of which are associated 
with emotional experiences by human beings. To some, the chordal 
progression means massiveness and its attendant quality of power, 
to others, Napoleon, or democracy on the march. In the sense that 
it functions as a sign of massiveness and poweT, the progression is 
a transparent symbol because we have been conditioned to asso¬ 
ciate these loud, full sounds with the massive and the powerful. 
The hearing of the chordal progression is iconically expressive of 
the powerful or the strong to contemporary Western listeners 
since, as an auditory experience, it is like our experiences of the 
powerful. Both the auditory and these other experiences have 
the qualities of bigness, massiveness, and strength about them. 
In the sense that the chordal progression is a sign of, means, repre- 
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sents, democracy or Napoleon on the march, it is, either as sound 
stimuli or our full interpretations of it, opaquely symbolic. 

Subject terms are also expressive in art and, as such, arc repre¬ 
sentational. In Clzanne's "Italian Girl,” for example, certain of 
the colors and lines function as a sign of a girl. These configurativc 
colors and lines are iconic signs in the same sense that a photo¬ 
graph is an icon of the person it represents. Now, a girl, all by her¬ 
self, is a sign to all of us of various emotions, the specific one 
depending upon our psychological conditioning and growth. In 
the dzanne portrait, the girl exhibits the quality of pensiveness; 
that is, she is a representation of a pensive person. Her pcnsivcncss 
may further function as a sign of different emotions, some of which 
may be merely opaquely related to pensiveness. But in any case, as 
tire subject of the painting, the pensive girl represents many things 
to many different observers. 

To sum up: According to our hypothesis, every constituent in 
art — line, color, melody, rhythm, gesture, etc. — not merely the 
subject, is representational in an expressive sense. That is, every 
constituent means certain emotions or emotional qualities to every 
spectator, though, perhaps, different ones to different spectators. 
The traditional view, which is shared by all aestheticians who 
dichotomize art into its form and content, and equate content 
and representation, and representation and subject, and who identify 
form with the nonrcprcscntational, is completely unsound from the 
correct semantical point of view and must be rejected. In art, there 
are elements, their expressive cliaracteristics, and the relations that 
these have to each other. But there are no special representational 
elements. A line, a color, a melody, a spatial mass, may mean as 
much, and in exactly the same way, as any other element. The whole 
problem of representation versus nonrepresentation and the legiti¬ 
macy of representation in art, as raised by both Bell and Fry and 
their critics, is a specious issue and rests ultimately upon inadequate 
analyses of form and content, representation, and the expressive in 
art. 
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The Organic Theory and the Requisites of Aesthetic Theory 

In our general critique of Bell and Fry wc suggested that any ade¬ 
quate theory of art, especially one that is sympathetic to the aims 
of formalism, ought to satisfy the following requisites: 

(x) It ought to provide a richer analysis of form than that pre¬ 
sented by Bell and Fry. The organic theory, I think, succeeds in 
this. Artistic form is construed as a complex of various constituents, 
which is taken to be amenable to analysis, and empirically ascertain¬ 
able and objective; which is the common referent of discussion and 
dispute; and, finally, which is open to educational procedures. If, on 
the organic theory, wc ask. Docs a particular work of art have 
significant form? we can reply by inquiring into the presence or 
lack of integration of the expressive constituents of the work. 

(a) It ought to furnish, cither explicitly or by implication, cer¬ 
tain working criteria for intelligent criticism of the arts. These 
criteria and the whole general problem of the possibility of a theory 
of criticism will be dealt with in Chapter 9, where we discuss the 
nature of artistic appreciation. 

(3) It ought to offer an explanation of all the arts. Here, too, the 
organic theory is successful. Every art object is an organic complex 
of its several expressive constituents. The problem is always the 
specific one of ascertaining the varying constituents; and these, of 
course, differ in the different arts. 

(4) It ought to render intelligible certain phrases like "French 
painting," "Russian music," "the proletarian novel,” or "the ro¬ 
mantic drama”; which are quite meaningless in the formalism of 
Bell and Fry. The organic theory accepts these concepts as legiti¬ 
mate. Works of art may be French, Russian, proletarian, or ro¬ 
mantic in at least two ways: (a) through their subjects or themes, 
where the kind of subject or theme, the class struggle, for example, 
or the defiant hero who stands alone against society, defines the 
work as proletarian or romantic; or (b) through any of their expres¬ 
sive qualities. In painting, for example, we may say —even Fry 
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has said it! — that much of French art is delicate, witty, precise; 
and these aesthetic adjectives apply to the expressive qualities of 
the plastic elements. 

Our theory allows also of a socio-economic-philosophical inter¬ 
pretation of art. What we do in this case is to abstract certain 
constituents from different works of art and discuss them in relation 
to certain categories as a cohesive group. 

(5) It ought not to limit in an arbitrary way the range of artistic 
communication. That is, no theory of art should rule out, unless 
it must, on the most cogent of grounds, nonplastic, spiritual values. 
On the contrary, the overwhelming force of the history of art re¬ 
quires from aesthetics a theory that explains how art is able to 
contain, legitimately and successfully, representations and meanings 
of any sort, and even different Weltanschauungpn. Further, aesthet¬ 
ics ought to show, if possible, that fullness of expression and com¬ 
munication in art does not necessarily destroy its purity or provoke 
sentimental appreciation. 

The organic theory, primarily because it rejects the traditional 
distinction between form and content, which has been basic in 
the repudiation of meanings, subjects, and representations in art, 
docs not limit the range of artistic expression. Rather, it destroys 
the props of traditional limitations, and asks only that artistic com¬ 
munication be an expressively integrated one. It refuses to rule out 
the nonplastic spiritual values for the very simple Teason that these 
can contribute as much to art as line and color. 10 

Furthermore, on the organic view, the purity of a work of art 
docs not consist in the elimination or plastic dissolution of the 
subject but in the effective working together of all tire elements. 
It is the absence of integration, as in tire Shelley poem, ‘‘Death,” 
which makes for artistic impurity. 

Also, there is no reason to suppose that subjects necessarily 
evoke sentimental, ordinary emotions. As we shall show in Chapter 
9, the proper attitude to assume toward art is the contemplative 
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and noraentimental one, no matter wl>at the constituents of the 
particular art object may be. 

(6) It ought to show that formalism is not necessarily the view 
that it is of no consequence what a work of art says so long as it 
says it well; that the what is artistically indifferent and it is only 
the how that counts.* 1 

The organic theory, which may be construed as an expanded 
formalist theory of the art object, repudiates this version of for¬ 
malism by denying the distinction between the what and the how 
in art (although it accepts the distinction when it is applied to 
mechanical systems, including art objects, when they are treated in 
a mathematical or quantitative, scientific fashion.) In art, we have 
been insisting throughout our present chapter, how something is 
expressed is what is expressed. Both the how and the what, like 
the fonn and the content, refer to the totality of the work, not to 
any set of separate constituents.** 
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THE ARTS: PAINTING 

Introduction 

In the next four chapters we shall attempt to illustrate and vali¬ 
date the organic theory- of art. The validation will not be complete. 
Instead, our desire is to examine the arts separately in terms of 
some of the various aspects of the organic theory. Thus, in this 
chapter, we shall discuss painting with especial emphasis upon its 
different elements, expressive characteristics, and relations. Our 
main concern will be with the intrinsic characteristics of the various 
constituents of painting, rather than with the ways in which these 
constituents affect each other. In the succeeding chapter we shall 
deal with poetry by examining at length one poem, Eliot’s 'The 
Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.'' This will be followed by a chap¬ 
ter on music, with almost complete focus upon the problem of the 
meaning of music. Finally, there will be brief treatments of the 
other arts in terms of the basic concept of the medium. 

Analysis of the Constituents of Painting 

Painting is an organic complex of expressive constituents. These 
constituents include color, line, texture, plane, volume, space, light, 
shadow, subject, representation or meaning, design, drawing, com- 
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position, and movement We shall now discuss all of these, begin¬ 
ning with the element of color. 

The great importance of color in painting was not fully recog¬ 
nized in an articulate way until the modem era, in the work of the 
Impressionists, but especially in C&anne and the ensuing theory 
of the structural and dynamic properties of color, that is, that coIots 
build and relate on the canvas. 

Intuitively, of course, many of the old masten recognized the 
importance of color, in seeing it as more than decoration or natu¬ 
ralistic detail. In Western art, since the fourteenth century, theories 
of color have ranged from the view that it is only a sensuous, 
decorative, ornamental element, to be applied upon, but not in 
conjunction with or in relation to, the other elements, to the 
modem view that its importance is equal to that of the other ele¬ 
ments. This issue of the role of color in painting parallels the 
conflict in poetic theory about the significance of metaphor, which 
has ranged from the narrow view that it is mere embroidery of 
theme to the all-embracing view that poetry is metaphor, specif¬ 
ically, the unfolding of metaphor. 

Certainly, before the Impressionists, in Realism and Romanti¬ 
cism, the most common view was that color is a mere decorative 
device and ought to be applied upon the canvas according to cer¬ 
tain realistic standards. For example, real grass is green; hence, the 
representation of grass in a picture ought to be painted green. 

The Impressionists revitalized the importance of color by making 
it central in their work. They did this by resolving all the elements 
of painting into color atmosphere and by returning to the practice 
(used by Rubens and El Greco, among others) of mixing colors 
on the canvas instead of on the palette. These two contributions 
led to the new vision of Cezanne, who recognized the dynamic and 
relating properties of color: that colors are more than sensuous 
ornamentation but can build up a picture and even change the 
qualities of the other constituents. In fact, the C&anncan vision 
has so impressed some contemporary aesthcticians that they have 
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made color all-important. Albert Barnes, for example, believes that 
everything in painting is color or a modification of it. 1 

The modem movement in ait since Impressionism has encom¬ 
passed many artists who have been classified as colorists. Henri 
Matisse, for example, is considered universally as primarily a 
colorist in painting, although this must not be taken to mean that 
his work is merely decorative (which is what many critics have 
done), for in his paintings color is employed as the fundamental 
building element. 

No one who has experienced much of modem art accepts the 
naturalistic criterion of color any more either. Colors arc to be 
chosen not because of the objects they are supposed to represent 
but because of their intrinsic qualities of brightness, hue, and satu¬ 
ration and their expressive properties. Color distortion is no longer 
interpreted as a form of shock treatment. No sophisticated art 
lover is disturbed by red horses or blue cows or yellow skies any 
more because we have come to understand that the naturalistic 
dictum, shared by Romanticists and Realists alike, is rooted in a 
misconception of the artistic nature of color and its potentialities 
to create plastic and expressive qualities in pictures. 

There is much that can be said about the physics, physiology, 
and psychology of colors. But wc shall deal with these only as they 
relate to the expressive, since this latter constitutes the aesthetic 
domain of colors. That colors arc characterized by emotional or 
expressive qualities has always been recognized by aestheticians; 
why they arc and what it means to say that they are, arc still inade¬ 
quately answered questions. If our analysis of the expressive in art 
is correct, then it means that colors are characterized by or embody 
emotive or expressive qualities, that colors function as signs of 
emotions to spectators, and that the seeing of the colors is suffi¬ 
ciently like other experiences that we may say that the visual ex¬ 
perience is iconic with certain emotional experiences. The visual 
experience may itself be highly emotional but it need not be; and 
the contention that it always is is rooted in an emotionalist theory 
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of artistic appreciation which is itself highly questionable, as we 
shall see in Chapter 9. 

Let us now consider the aesthetic domain of some of the colors, 
beginning with red. Many people say that red is a warm or lively 
color in itself, that is, that one of its properties, along with its 
properties of hue and saturation, is warmth. On this view, to say 
that red is not warm or lively is to utter a self-contradiction; the 
warmth and liveliness of red are construed as two of its analytic 
properties. This is an extremely attractive view because, if it were 
true, we could then say that red means warmth in an iconic way. 
Unfortunately, there is no empirical evidence for the theory. The 
most we can say is that those of us — and in our Western society 
that probably means all of us — who have been conditioned to re¬ 
act to red find it warm, lively, gay, ringing. Consequently, for us it 
is a transparent symbol, in the way that the word “red” is a trans¬ 
parent symbol of the color red. 

Red has been interpreted in many different ways in history, as 
a symbol of passion, war, holiness, truth, virtue, adultery, com¬ 
munism, etc. Some of these are more transparent than others. In 
our time, red as a symbol of communism may become as historically 
fixed a symbol as the association of red with the lively or the gay. 
But as for the others, they are more or less opaque interpretations. 
That red is a symbol of truth and virtue, for example, would be 
known only by a Chinese or a scholar of Oriental culture. To most 
Westerners, red as a symbol of truth and virtue is opaque, as is red 
as a symbol of adultery to the ordinary Chinese. 

In so far as the aesthetic experience involves the color red, the 
seeing of it, and our further reactions to it, we may say that the 
seeing of red, that is, the visual experience, is more than a symbol 
of gaiety, liveliness, or warmth. For all of us who have been condi¬ 
tioned to interpret red as a warm color, the seeing of it is an iconic 
sign of other kinds of human emotional experience. To paraphrase 
Pratt again: red looks the way the lively feels. 

What has been said of the expressive semantics of red can be 
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applied to yellow as well. It is the brightest of colors. Probably this 
has something to do with its being taken as a warm, cheerful color 
like red. But here, too, we must be careful. Yellow is not iconic 
with the cheerful; the seeing of yellow may be, but not the actual 
color. As stimulus, it is bright but not necessarily cheerful; by 
association it is cheerful but it has not always been so and need 
not be so. In the Christian Church, it has been a symbol of dis¬ 
honor; in popular symbolism it has been a symbol of jealousy, de¬ 
cay, and cowardice. And in the Orient, it is a symbol of faith and 
consequently a sacred color. 

Green and blue are recessive colors rather than dominant, as red 
and yellow arc. Because of our psychological and environmental 
conditioning, red and yellow, when we look at them, tend to come 
forward in our field of vision, and blue and green to go back. 
Acstheticians speak of blue and green as cool, calm, quiet colors. 
Semantically, they arc transparent symbols of those emotional 
states that we refer to as serenity and tranquillity; and the seeing 
of them is iconic with the reposeful in human experience. That is 
to say, for most of us, again because of our conditioning, the seeing 
of green and blue is like the feeling of calmness and Testfulncss. 

White is like red and yellow, a bright, usually joyful color, but 
again not intrinsically, only by cultural associations. If our compre¬ 
hension of Chinese mores is correct, white, to the Chinese, is a 
transparent symbol of death and consequently, probably, a somber, 
serene color. 

Cray and black, expressively, are melancholy, rather depressing, 
colors. We construe them as transparent symbols of the depressing 
and the melancholy. Here, too, we may say, the seeing of these is 
to us Westerners iconic with certain depressing human experiences. 
Picasso, in the "Guernica," has utilized in a remarkable way the ex¬ 
pressive values of gray and black. These are the only colors in the 
picture, and together with the other plastic and subject elements, 
they make for a magnificent embodiment of the blackest kind of 
melancholy. 
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Texture is the second dement in painting; it refers to the ap¬ 
pearance of the paint surface. Paint may lie on the canvas like a 
thin film or a veil, as in glaze, or it may be put on thickly, as in 
impasto. 

There is gTcat emphasis upon texture in much of modem art. It 
is sometimes referred to as the "paint quality" of painting. Texture 
is also recognized as a structural, building, relating element. Specif¬ 
ically, it has to do with the weigfit of the plastic elements line, 
color, and volume. It is a psychological fact that we associate our 
visual sensations with tactile ones; in painting, when we arc looking 
at it, we almost feel the colors, lines, and volumes. One might even 
say that in painting, as in sculpture or architecture, the tactile is as 
important as the visual. 

Some paint looks, consequently feels, heavy; and this acts as an 
expressive iconic sign of solidity, which is itself an important struc¬ 
tural property in painting. Klee's "E in Verstandiger" and Rouault’s 
"Christ Mocked by Soldiers” constitute two excellent examples of 
this textural solidity. In the first, I should go so fat as to say that 
the element of texture — the white color which is painted in a 
rough, heavy manner and sunounds the solitary figure like an en¬ 
velope — is the controlling element, plastically speaking, keeping 
the colors and lines and volumes intact. In the Rouault, the chunki¬ 
ness of heavily applied paint embodies a sense of power which to¬ 
gether with the expressive humility of the Christ figure offers us a 
total contrast of poweT and humility that is one of the miracles of 

modem art. . 

In complete contrast to the Rouault and Klee, there is much con¬ 
temporary painting in which the surface is thin, soft, and delicate. 
John Carroll, especially in his Detroit murals, has created many 
such attenuated textural surfaces. 

Considered in its expressive dimension, softness, roughness, 
chunkiness or heaviness belongs to the texture as an intrinsic prop¬ 
erty. Some paint is heavy in a way that red is not warm. Heaviness, 
in other words, characterizes paint in the way that it characterizes 
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an c!m ticc. This docs not mean that heaviness either is or is not 
a metaphysical property of the paint or the tree, existing inde¬ 
pendently of oar experiences of these entities. The Berkeley-real¬ 
ist controversy need not concern us here. Our contention is that all 
normal human beings will interpret the expressive, tactile, textural 
qualities of paint in the same way, just as they will respond to the 
tactile qualities of a tree in the same way, in so far as these 
qualities are related to lightness and heaviness. But not all people 
will respond to colon in the same way. Our emotional interpreta¬ 
tions of color are primarily psychological, whereas our emotional 
interpretations of texture are primarily physiological. Granted the 
region of vagueness in the continuum of light-heavy texture, every 
person with a normal nervous system and normal eyesight will 
recognize the lightness of one texture as against the heaviness of 
another. And apparently that is not true of colors. One man will 
interpret a particular color as quiet; a second person may find that 
same color exciting. If this analysis is sound, it follows that tex¬ 
tures, as the)' inhere in the painting, are expressively or emotionally 
iconic with certain features of human experience, and not merely 
transparent or opaque symbols. 

Some paint textures are like some features of human experience. 
This is our thesis. The rough, heavy, chunky texture of the Rouault 
is iconic with the rough, heavy traits of our bodily experiences. And 
when we sec the picture, we may say, quite correctly, that the tex¬ 
ture, taken independently of the other elements, means, represents, 
or denotes power, since the rough, the heavy, and the chunky are 
constituents of power, and the total picture means the conflict of 
power (or force) and humility in human experience. 

The aesthetics of lines has been treated in greater detail than the 
aesthetics of color and texture. A number of different lines have 
been enumerated and their expressive properties noted. First, there 
is the horizontal line. Consider Cezanne’s "View of Auvers.” Here 
the straight or nearly straight lines of the various planes that mark 
off the green and the orange meadows from the skyline, and these 
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from the foliage, all contribute to communicate the quality of 
repose and quiet. They do this as line; and together with the 
other lines (mainly the vertical), colors (mostly cool), and subjects 
(quiet cottages, trees, shrubbery, meadows), they offer a total 
presentation of the simple, quiet dignity of nature as Cezanne con¬ 
ceived it. 

The horizontal is the traditional line of repose. It is said to em¬ 
body repose. 1 This is its expressive quality, which belongs to it in 
the way that warmth belongs to red and power to chunkiness of 
texture. But since we have seen that power is iconic with chunki¬ 
ness and delicacy with attenuated lines, and that red is not iconic 
with warmth but a transparent symbol of it, we must modify this 
traditional conception of the horizontal. Is the horizontal in relation 
to repose like red in relation to wannth or like chunkiness in rela¬ 
tion to power? There is not conclusive evidence on this matter* but 
because of the physiological-psychological fact that the long hori¬ 
zontal line is restful in a way that red is not physiologically warm 
or that chunkincss it physiologically powerful, we may say that the 
horizontal has as one of its intrinsic properties (i.c., a property the 
omission of which would render the entity self-contradictory) that 
which is like tire reposeful and restful in much of human experi¬ 
ence. It is not only the seeing of the line but also the actual line 
as it exists independently of the seeing of it that is iconic with the 
restful. In other words, the reposelike quality of a horizontal line 
belongs to the stimulative aspect of human experience as much as 
it does to the associative aspects, which is not the case with the 
expressive character of colors. 

What has been claimed of the iconic character of the horizontal 
can be asserted of the vertical line, except, of course, that the ex¬ 
pressive properties are different. The vertical embodies the expres¬ 
sive property of dignity, solemnity, and the uplifting — provided 
that these are not taken in too literal a fashion, but more as emo¬ 
tional tones of our experiences. The four verticals of the Cdzanne 
"View of Auvers," for example, or the tremendous verticals of the 
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Gothic in architecture or in painting, arc characterized by qualities 
that are like the aspiring, the dignified, and the uplifting in human 
experience. Physiologically, there seems to be this surging upward 
when we experience aspiration and dignity, and this same upward 
tendency is found in the vertical. 

The undulating line, of which the master is El Greco, embodies 
the melodramatic, the twisted, the brooding, anguish. None of 
these terms will quite do, but this is a general fault of our English 
language, not of the undulating line. Anguish, torture, brooding, 
as human experiences, have about them a twisted, undulating char¬ 
acter. We even speak of "twisted personalities." Hie undulating 
line is iconic with these experiences in tire same sense that a map 
is iconic with the territory that it represents. The undulating line 
means or represents, in an iconic way, the anguish quality of much 
of human experience. 

The jagged or swirling line, perhaps better than any of the 
others, discloses the expressively iconic character of some of the ele¬ 
ments in painting. Conflict, tension, violence, turbulence all have 
a genuinely jagged character to them. The human personality is 
in a state that could be described as a M-'AwA statc - The 
jagged line in a picture can be taken as iconic with jagged experi¬ 
ences. In Van Gogh's "The Starry Night,” for example, the total 
intensity of conflict being represented is in part due to the con¬ 
tribution of the jagged lines as they delineate the cypress tree, the 
mountains, the shrubbery, and the sky. 

The curved line, the traditional "line of beauty," has had at¬ 
tributed to it the qualities of tenderness, prcttincss, and voluptuous¬ 
ness. But should we ask whether these arc intrinsic properties of 
the curved line, we shall see that they arc not. Rather they arc like 
warmth in relation to red. The curved line is no more pretty, ten¬ 
der, or voluptuous than any other. It is because of our association 
with these lines in relation to the human body (usually the female) 
that we interpret them to be tender, etc. But they could as easily 
be interpreted as the contrary of the tender or the voluptuous, for 
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example, the flaccid or the cold, if we were conditioned to do $0. 
At most, therefore, the curved line is a transparent symbol, not an 
iconic sign of the voluptuous, the tender, and the pretty. 

What is intrinsic to the curved line is the quality of the mellif¬ 
luous, and in so far as the tender, pretty, and voluptuous are simi¬ 
lar to the mellifluous, it is an expressively iconic sign. There is in 
much of human experience a mellifluous character, a lilting, 
"melodic" character. The curved line, embodying as it docs this 
mcllifluousness, can be said to be iconic with the mellifluous char¬ 
acter of human experience. Matisse's "Dancers" is an excellent 
example of linear rhythms which possess this mellifluous character. 

Planes arc series of lines that establish a depth quality in painting 
and thereby give it representational dimensionality. In El Greco, in 
much of Chinese landscape, in Seurat’s "Sur La Crande Jatte,” 
and in much of Cubist art, planes have been exploited for their 
ability to create these depth qualities in painting. 

Volumes are aggregates of lines and colors built up into masses. 
Plastically, volumes are important because of this character of mass; 
but the)' are just as significant for painting in so far as they are 
used for subject representation. Mass, even if it is implied, repre¬ 
sentational mass, is characterized by solidity, strength, structure, 
and thdr attendant expressive properties. Masses are important in 
painting because they create certain axial tensions between them; 
and these tensions give rise to plastic mobility or movement within 
the canvas. The great "Crucifixions" of El Greco, the “Card 
Players" of Cezanne, and "Christmas Night,” by Matthew Barnes, 
illustrate this property of tension between masses. Many artists, 
who have failed to realize this fact that masses and volumes relate 
to each other and must be equilibrated, have come to grief. Cour¬ 
bet’s famous "The Young Bather” is an excellent example of a 
painting in which the volumes tend to spill over the frame because 
there is nothing to act as their counterpart and countcrthmst within 
the picture. 

The first thing that we must recognize in the analysis of the 
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clement of picture space is that, unlike modem non-Euclidcan and 
non-Newtonian, relational, physical space, picture space is a sub¬ 
stance that is to be filled in; otherwise gaps result in the picture. 

Secondly, space is not subordinate to any theory of perspective. 
The naturalistic theory of space, which developed along with the 
naturalistic theory of color and drawing, each a part of a general 
theory of realistic, scientific imitationalism in art, is no longer de¬ 
fensible. Spacing need follow no scientific theory of perspective or 
vision. It has its own laws, which arc arrived at plastically, and in 
different ways by different artists. Natural, common-sense space 
may be ignored, shortened, distorted, or given extraordinary depth; 
the controlling factor is the expressive intent of the artist. One of 
the great examples of the distortion of ordinary space and perspec¬ 
tive is contained in El Greco’s "Feast in the House of Simon.” In 
this picture El Greco has painted a leaning tower in the back¬ 
ground which seems to be falling into the open window where 
Jesus and the Apostles are eating. Plastically, the forward-leaning 
tower functions to keep the spectator from leaving the room be¬ 
cause the moment he leaves through the window, the tower pulls 
him back. The tension between the figures in the room and the 
tower is plastically and expressively exact for it creates an intensely 
exciting totality. 

Thirdly, we must not interpret so-called "empty" space as unes¬ 
sential to painting, for even darkened space plays its role. In Rem¬ 
brandt’s “Old Woman Cutting Her Nails,” for example, the 
darkened space behind the head of the figure of the old woman is 
as important as any other plastic element because it gives her a 
certain depth and solidity without which the painting would lose 
much of its plastic and expressive profundity. 

Space embodies many different expressive properties. In El 
Greco, especially in the "View of Toledo,” the space possesses 
depth and voluminousness and their attendant iconic and sym¬ 
bolic expressive properties. In much of Matisse, Rousseau, Gauguin, 
and mural painting, space is foreshortened so that all the elements 
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seem to be at the front of the picture. This loss of depth minimizes 
much of the three-dimensionality of painting and gives it a more 
decorative effect. In Surrealism, especially in the best work of Dali 
and Chirico, space is exploited in a brilliant way. Both artists have 
captured the infinite, unenclosed character of space, as we modems 
comprehend it, and the whole expressive quality of the infinite. In 
fact, however we may regard their heavy insistence upon opaque 
symbolism in art, their exploration into the expressive potentials 
of infinite space has been a major contribution to modem art. 
One need only compare the openness and unbounded space of 
Dali and Chirico with the homey, enclosed space of Giotto, in 
which Christ, men, angels, and the earth share the same self-en¬ 
closed space, or with the somewhat enlarged structural, but never¬ 
theless secure, space of El Greco or Cdzanne. In their conception 
of space, together with their other plastic elements, Dali and 
Chirico have conveyed many of the expressive characteristics of 
our modem world, a world in which man feels, more and more 
frighteningly, his aloneness in a vast multiuniversc that reduces 
him to cosmic insignificance. 

Light and shadow are constituents that function to create color 
atmosphere as in the Impressionists, or to focus the attention of 
the eyes upon one scene as, for example, in Rembrandt's chiaros¬ 
curo. Essentially, light and shadow arc modifications of color. 4 
Light has the expressive property of warmth and security; darkness, 
the expressive property of insecurity. Semantically, among other 
things, light can be said to be at most only a transparent symbol of 
security, whereas darkness is a transparent symbol of foreboding 
and insecurity. 

Design is primarily a relational constituent in painting. Tradi¬ 
tionally, design has been conceived by many aesthcticians as a 
synonym of form, where form has meant arrangement of entities. 
Dewey has distinguished between two senses of design: as arrange¬ 
ment and as purpose.® That is to say, the design of a house, for 
example, is the plan of tire construction as determined by the pur- 
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pose of the architect or builder. Barnes’s analysis is more specific in 
its application to painting. Design, he says, is to painting what plot 
is to the novel, or thesis to an argument, namely, the abstract plan 
of a total assemblage of elements. 

It is important to distinguish abstract pattern from everything 
else in painting, so long as we do not label it the form as against 
the content of art. Consequently, we shall follow Barnes's usage 
regarding design. And within this usage, it will be possible to say, 
as Barnes does, that two distinct pictures, for example, Cezanne's 
“Still Life with Gray Jug" and Titian's "Entombment," even 
though their concrete elements are different, are characterized by 
the same design, the same abstract pattern.* 

Drawing is another primarily relational constituent, provided 
it is taken in its largest sense. Barnes has pointed out that drawing 
is more than the marking off of various color areas and the making 
of boundaries of figures or objects, but is instead the drawing out 
of all the elements. “A common mistake is that by which drawing 
is considered as a nutter only of line defining literal contour and 
nuking a sharp edge or border between two adjacent objects. But 
even in some of the early painters . . . drawing is a fusion of many 
elements of which line is only one. When the linear motive is 
dominant . . . line not only defines contours but functions as 
enrichment, both by its individual expressiveness and by its rela¬ 
tion to other lines, masses, color, etc.” 7 In painting, then, the 
drawing, taken in its larger sense, is the relating of line, color, 
space, volume, etc., and not merely an element. 

In its narrower sense, as the creation of representational figures 
or objects, drawings arc no longer beholden to the sciences of 
physics or anatomy. Being accurate to the human figure or to 
natural objects is no criterion at all. Distortion in drawing is as 
defensible, on plastic-expressive grounds, as spatial and color dis¬ 
tortion. In Matisse’s “Dancers,” for example, there is complete 
distortion of the dancing figures but, throughout, the distortions 
sene to sustain certain rhythmic effects. 
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Historically, and in much of modern aesthetics (Fry, for ex¬ 
ample), composition has been construed as the organization of 
masses. As such it has been interpreted by many to be identical 
with plastic form. Balance, proportion, measure, in this context, 
are its synonyms. But again, for purposes of clarity, it would be bet¬ 
ter to limit the term to something more specific in painting. Barnes 
has suggested, with a great deal of cogency, that it should refer 
to spec organization and not to the totality of form.* As spec or¬ 
ganization, it is to painting what staging is to the drama. It is the 
arrangement of the masses in pictorial space; consequently, it is 
subordinate to design, and, of course, merely a part of the total 
significant form, not synonymous with it. 

Sheldon Cheney, who is regarded by many academicians in art 
and the history of art as a mere popularizes, but whose sensibilities, 
artistic and critical, are second to none, has suggested that the es¬ 
sence of form in painting is movement. His definition of form is 
too narrow and obscure but his emphasis upon plastic mobility as 
one of the factors of great art is a genuine insight.* Cheney does 
not mean by movement the depiction or imitation of natural mo¬ 
tion in the way that the futurist, for example, fashioned it. Rather, 
it is projected movement within the picture, directed by a path 
of vision that the artist creates. Physiologically, the eye cannot see 
everything at once. The artist recognizes this and creates a path 
of seeing so that the eye travels naturally over the canvas. Andrea 
di Giusto's "The Agony in the Garden" is a simple example of 
this. 

This projected movement within the canvas gives vitality and 
animation to the picture. This is its expressive contribution. All 
paintings embody to some degree this plastic mobility. Some paint¬ 
ings succeed, but more fail because there is inadequate treatment of 
the thrusts and counterthrusts that contain this movement. One 
manifestation of this inadequacy is called "spilling over the 
frame." Courbet’s "The Young Bather” is a good example. A ten¬ 
sion or mobility is set up between the massive figure in the front 
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and the entire background but the background colors and masses 
cannot balance the main figure. The movement within the canvas, 
consequently, becomes plastically unequilibrated. 

This is not true in Cezanne’s "Card Players," where a double axis 
is created between the seated left-hand figure and the curtain diag¬ 
onally opposite, and between the seated right-hand figure and the 
standing figure that is also diagonally opposite. The tension due to 
the passage from one figure to the next creates a plastic mobility 
that vitalizes the entire picture. And what characterizes the "Card 
Players” prevails in all of Cfaannc’s work, including his socallcd 
still lifes. Actually, in great art, there are no still lifes, except in 
the trivial sense of inorganic subject representation. Every plastic 
clement, because it relates to the others, creates tension between 
all the elements — certain thrusts and counterthrusts — which 
serves to animate the total work of art. 

Movement within the canvas can be gotten in various ways. The 
depiction of natural movement is one way. Brueghel’s "Peasant 
Wedding Dance” and Matisse’s "Dancers” arc examples. Distor¬ 
tion in spacing or in drawing also exhibits this movement within 
the canvas, as El Greco’s "Feast in the House of Simon” and 
Orozco's "Zapatistas” testify. Lines further function in this way, 
as in Van Gogh’s "The Starry Night,” where the zigzags create a 
sense of violent movement. Colors, too, embody plastic mobility, 
especially in the play of dominants against rcccssives. Finally, Seurat 
offers us, in his "Sur La Crandc Jatte,” an excellent example of the 
use of planes to effect movement. As subject representation, the 
picture is almost pure stasis; but, plastically, tire lines, colors, 
plana, and volumes, because of the way in which they relate to 
each other, are as mobile as the contemporary motion picture. That 
is to say, in all of thae cases where we speak of mobility, we do 
not mean that the elements themselves move, but that the ele¬ 
ments arc so constituted that they force our eye to go from one to 
the other of these elements; and this backward and forward action 
on our part servo to give to the picture, unless the elements be- 
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come disequilibrated because of poor handling of the relations 
among the elements, a tremendous sense of plastic animation. 

If our analysis of the semantics of the expressive has been cor¬ 
rect, it follows that we cannot designate certain elements as being 
representational or possessing meaning and certain others as being 
nonrepresentational and without meaning. All the elements of 
painting are meaningful or representational in a strict semantical 
sense; they are either icons, indices or symbols. 

There are many dimensions of representation or meaning in 
painting. First, there is mere plastic representation. Lines in paint¬ 
ing mean lines in nature. Thus, a vertical in a picture means a 
vertical in the "external" (nonartistic) world. In the same way, 
colors mean colors; shapes mean shapes; light means light, etc. All 
of these elements in pictures, when they have meaning in this way 
to spectators, arc iconic signs. 

Secondly, there is subject representation or meaning. All sorts of 
objects, events and persons can be represented in painting. And all 
of these, semantically, function as icons to spectators. 

Thirdly, there is expressive representation or meaning. Every 
plastic or subject constituent in painting is expressive, that is, 
means, either iconically or symbolically, some aspect of human 
emotional experience. Red is a transparent symbol of warmth; a 
crooked line, an icon of turbulence; Rouault’s Christ figure, an 
icon of humility. 

The organic theory, unlike the formalism of Bell and Fry, recog¬ 
nizes the contributory positive character of the subject in paint¬ 
ing. The subject is one element among others. To the question, can 
it be integrated successfully? there is only an affirmative reply, just 
as color can be integrated successfully with line. The problem is to 
sec the way in which this integration occurs. And here examples 
arc needed. Consider, then, to begin with, one of El Greco’s 
famous "Crucifixions” (the one in the Philadelphia Museum, for 
instance). Here the subject is the crucified Christ, shown in a state 
of suffering and anguish. The expressive power of the subject 
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is matched by the same expressive intensity in the plastic elements, 
especially in the twisted, undulating lines that enclose the figure 
of Christ. Integration here lies in the total fusion of the expressive 
quality of suffering. 

Compare this with the ■‘Ascension” of Giotto. Here the sub¬ 
ject is also Christ, but in His moment of ascension, a Christ of 
human tenderness and love. The simply balanced design, the en¬ 
closed space, the soft pink and blue colors all embody the same 
qualities of simplicity and tenderness. Expressively, the whole pic¬ 
ture exhibits those humanitarian feelings which we associate with 
the philosophy of Saint Francis. 

In the Rouault "Christ Mocked by Soldiers,” we have once 
again Christ as the subject. Expressively, He embodies humility, 
not suffering or beatitude. The soldiers, caricatured as barbarians, 
rough and sadistic, contrast with the representation of Christ. 
Plastically, the emphasis is also upon the rough and dramatically 
intense. Expressively, the total work of art is the conflict between 
the humility of Christ and the aggressive character of the other 
elements. Together, they comprise an integration of disparate ele¬ 
ments. Here is Christ, embodiment of humility, in a world full of 
evil and hostile force. 

In all of these works there is no conflict between the spatial and 
the spaceless, as Fry maintained and which lie offered as his chief 
reason for the rejection of subject representation in art. The two 
elements fuse and cobpcratc as easily as color and line since both 
are ultimately spaceless in that their expressiveness occupies the 
spaceless world of psychology. 

And as for Bell’s argument against subject representations, that 
they reduce our aesthetic reactions to ordinary sentimental ones, 
there is no reason to suppose that this is the case for subjects any 
more than it is for colors or lines. In the appreciation of all of these 
there need not be (as wc shall show in Chapter 9) any senti¬ 
mental identification with the expressive or emotional qualities in 
the picture. 
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Furthermore, an acceptance of the expressive character of art 
calls for a serious alteration of Bell's and Fry’s theory of the nature 
of artistic creation. The artist does more than reveal the plastic 
structure of nature; his creative activity consists initially in his en¬ 
visioning of reality in terms of some expressive philosophy. Giotto, 
El Greco, Rouault, C<fzanne, all artists, ultimately, in their crea¬ 
tions, communicate their emotional Weltanschauungen. Rouault 
envisions the world —at least the human one —as the conflict 
between brute power and humility; Cfeanne as a geometrical 
order; El Greco as intensely melodramatic (in the way that Shake¬ 
speare would); and Giotto as secure and providential. 

We may go even further in our reply to Bell and Fry, and show 
that in some paintings subjects arc of central importance. Certainly 
this is the case with Picasso's “Guernica," which Ban has called 
the greatest painting of the twentieth century, 10 and which I 
should like to name "The Picasso Altarpiece,” for it is to our 
period what the great altarpicces of the fourteenth, fifteenth, and 
sixteenth centuries were to theirs. 

In the "Guernica’’ the subject is the brutal destructiveness of 
Fascism. It determines all of the other constituents of the painting. 
The mother and her dead child, the disintegrated warrior, the 
dying horse, the bombed-out women, the dead cock, the bull, al¬ 
most intact, surveying the whole carnage, the gray and black colors, 
and the utilization of Cubistic techniques combine to form a 
total organic offering of the violent bmtality that is Fascism. 

The ’Guernica" is sometimes referred to as “propaganda" art. 
But propaganda art is, after all, only art in which subject is upper¬ 
most. And in this sense, religious art is propaganda art, too. 

Sometimes propaganda art is good art; sometimes, bad. When 
it is good, it is so because the expressiveness of the subject is inten¬ 
sified (by contrast or reiteration) by the expressiveness of the 
other elements. When it is bad, it is because the other elements 
act as mere accessories of the subject and not as contributing 
factors. 
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Besides the ‘'Guernica" there is a great deal of excellent con¬ 
temporary art in which social and political themes or subjects are 
represented. The Mexican group, consisting of (the early) Rivera, 
Orozco, and Siqueiros, have provided us, especially in their 
murals, with the best examples of this kind of art. 

In the whole of this "revolutionary” art, where the subject is the 
class struggle in its various manifestations and its attendant ex¬ 
pressive qualities of violence and suffering, there is present the 
intensification of this violence and suffering in the treatment of 
the plastic elements. 

Further, in the “Guernica,” and in all of the new revolutionary 
art, the ideational, in the sense that the Marxists and V£ron con¬ 
ceive it, ^5 integrated as successfully as any of the other elements 
within the total work of art. Ideas, like subjects, may also con¬ 
tribute to a work of art. 

The major problem in the whole general question of the mean¬ 
ing of art has to do with the meaning of abstract art. In painting, 
this problem has become especially acute during the last quarter 
of a century in the rise of socalled "abstract painting.” The prev¬ 
alent view regarding this art is that, because it is nonrepresenta- 
tional, it is nonmcaningful. Cubism, the Nonobjectivism of Kan¬ 
dinsky, and the later work of Mondrian arc usually specified in 
this connection. Let us examine briefly this interpretation of the 
meaning of abstract painting and try to point the way to a sounder 
conception. 

First, Cubism. Cubism, of course, is a variegated movement and 
much has been written about it. The theoretical origins are as¬ 
cribed to Cezanne’s remark to Emile Bernard that "you must see 
in nature the cylinder, the sphere, and the cone.” Both Picasso 
and Braque took seriously Cdzanne’s invitation to geometrize na¬ 
ture and, in a series of paintings beginning around 1906, exploited 
C&annc’s notion. Matisse coined the terra, "Cubism,” to serve as 
a derisive one, when he referred to their works as "les petits cubes.” 

Cubism, as we comprehend it in its historical perspective, is 
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based upon two ideas, one plastic and the other perceptual, al¬ 
though the two arc finally merged. The plastic idea is that all 
natural or imaginary objects can be broken up into planes which 
may then be reorganized into more expressive wholes. The per¬ 
ceptual idea is that we see objects not from one perspective, but 
from many, some of which are gotten from memory and others 
from anticipation. All of these, or as many as the artist can in¬ 
tegrate successfully, according to his plastic vision, are exhibited 
as one simultaneous perception. Cubism, then, is the attempt to 
embody or communicate the way reality (or rather, parts of it) 
look and feel to the artist. Specifically, and here it distinguishes 
itself from other Post-Impressionist movements, it exhibits this 
expressive-perceptual experience by means of the exploitation of 
planes for plastic and visual reasons. This is the central theme of 
Cubism. 

Two examples of the perceptual side of Cubism are Picasso's 
"Portrait of a Lady" and "Girl Before a Mirror," both of which 
represent the simultaneity of different perceptions of the same 
person. His "Guitar and Violin" and "Three Musicians” exemplify 
primarily the plastic side of Cubism. In the first, the subject — the 
guitar and violin — is dissolved into planes or, more ultimately, 
into lines and colors and their expressive properties. In the second, 
the subject is kept in view but is reorganized visually and plas¬ 
tically. 

Now, if these four are characteristic samples of Cubism, we may 
generalize from them in order to point out that much of Cubism 
is representational even in the old-fashioned sense of having a 
subject, even though the subject is not the important element in 
the painting. What is important, from the point of view of repre¬ 
sentation, is the expressive meaning of the whole work. In the 
"Portrait of a Lady,” the colors combine with the gestures to 
represent a satirical version of prettiness and the general chi-chi 
quality of so much of human experience. "The Three Musicians," 
with its variegations of colors from bright red-yellow to subdued 



84 PHILOSOPHY OF THE ARTS 

brown-black and its subject, represents a light, slightly sentimental, 
ja22 mood. In "Cuitar and Violin,” wc approach pure expressive¬ 
ness, that is, expressiveness that resides in the plastic alone, with 
little or no reliance upon the subject. In this painting the title is 
misleading, for it makes us anticipate the sentimental, wistful, and 
slightly melancholy, whereas actually the picture is somber, ascetic, 
very strong, and angular, broken only occasionally by soft lines. 
What is being represented here in our first real approach to ab¬ 
stract art is certain somber and ascetic qualities of human experi¬ 
ence. This is its meaning on a combined iconic and transparently 
symbolic level. 

There is no pure abstract art in any of the four Picasso examples. 
But we do find it in the "Compositions" 11 of the leading Non- 
objectivist, Kandinsky, and in the later work of Mondrian. Con¬ 
sider, first, Kandinsky's “Light Form” (which is in the Non- 
objective Museum in New York). Our first reaction to this 
painting, after wc have looked at the colors and lines without 
being able to find any recognizable representations of objects, is 
to ask, What docs it mean? 

One answer, suggested by the aesthetics of Bergson and enun¬ 
ciated by the artist himself, is that the whole picture means cosmic 
ordcT or spiritual harmony. Nature, so the claim goes, has surface 
meanings —the realm of everyday objects — which are at most 
practical, useful meanings but never metaphysically true, and inner 
meanings that arc grasped only by artistic and philosophic intui¬ 
tion. These inner meanings add up to cosmic order. 

There are difficulties in this interpretation, both in its onto¬ 
logical assertions and in its semantics; these have been enumerated 
by the many critics of Bergson (Russell, for example), and are 
applicable to Kandinsky’s theory as well. The main difficulty, so 
far as the problem of meaning is concerned, is that the theory 
rally tells us nothing about the meaning of a work of art since 
the category of cosmic order or spiritual harmony is so general and 
vague that anything in art, even a work whose constituents arc 
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completely different from the original Kandinsky, can be said to 
mean exactly what the original means. 

It is because of this difficulty that other interpretations have 
been suggested. One such interpretation is that the picture means 
nothing but is an arabesque of pure line and color. It is to painting 
what a Bach fugue is to music, something absolute and autono¬ 
mous. There is no meaning in the picture because there is no sub¬ 
ject and hence no rq>resentation, and without representation there 
can be no meaning. This interpretation, plausible as it may seem, 
breaks down on purely semantical grounds, since meaning is not 
solely a function of subject representation or even of iconic sig¬ 
nificance, but of expressive representation as well. 

The theory I should like to propose of the meaning of Kan¬ 
dinsky’s "Light Form” is that it means, in a combined iconic and 
transparently symbolic way, certain characteristics of human ex¬ 
perience, even though it would be hard to enumerate these charac¬ 
teristics in our ordinary, quite inadequate, English language. 
Specifically, because of the warm colors, the soft, mellifluous lines, 
the gentle rhythms, and the delicately charged volumes, all of 
which we Western observers interpret as a total sign (partly 
iconic, e.g., the gentle rhythms; partly transparently symbolic, 
e.g., the warm colors) of the lyrical in human experience, we may 
say that the picture means to Western observers the quality of the 
lyrical in human experience. If the picture means anything else 
to us, as it most certainly can, it functions as an opaque symbol, 
and must be comprehended in that capacity. 

Kandinsky’s so-called nonrcpresentational, abstract art is mean¬ 
ingful in a sound semantical sense; it does function as representa¬ 
tional art, even though it possesses no subject. And this is what is 
characteristic of abstract art: It is art without subject; not art 
without meaning. 

What is true of Kandinsky also applies to Mondrian’s abstrac¬ 
tions, the artist’s protests notwithstanding. 1 * Mondrian, in a severe 
attempt to destroy representational art, and to reestablish a pure 
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Bach-like classicism, produced a number of paintings in his later 
life which, for him at any rate, were totally without representation 
or meaning. One of these is the popular "Composition in Black, 
White, and Red.” 

The painting is a series of rigid vertical and horizontal black 
lines on a white background, with a red bar on the extreme bottom 
of the picture. Although there is configuration here, there is no 
subject. But there is meaning and representation, even without any 
appeal to opaque symbolic meaning. The red bar gives Mondrian's 
show away, for it constitutes a dramatically intense element func¬ 
tioning in a rather subdued complex of black and white. 

There is iconic meaning in the picture in that the rigid vertical 
and horizontal lines mean rigid vertical and horizontal lines in 
nature; there is iconically expressive meaning in that the lines are 
like rigidity in human experience; there is transparently symbolic 
meaning in that the red color means — and in this context espe¬ 
cially — something very dramatic and assertive, in contrast with 
the other constituents. And, taken in its totality, the painting 
means, in a nonopaque way, the contrast between the restrained 
and the animated qualities in human experience. Perhaps it is true 
that Mondrian is like Bach, but only because Bach could also offer 
passion in the midst of fugal abstractions! 

No analysis of the problem of meaning in painting can be com¬ 
plete without some discussion of the nature of so-called "symbolic 
art.” Now, in strict semantical terms, symbolic art would be any 
art in which certain constituents function as signs of certain things 
to artists and spectators, where there is no likeness between the 
signs and the things meant but instead a fixed association, tire way 
there is between the color red and the word "red.” But tliis is not 
the only way that the term has been used in discussions of art. 

Consider the “symbol” of the dove in Christian art. The dove, 
outside the realm of art, is a bird that possesses, among its various 
characteristics, the qualities of whiteness and gentleness. White¬ 
ness is a transparent symbol of purity in our Western culture; and 
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gentleness, an iconic particular sign of the universal, gentleness. 
Purity and gentleness are like certain salient characteristics of the 
Holy Ghost Because of this resemblance, semantically speaking, 
the dove becomes a “symbol” of the Holy Ghost. All of this occurs 
outside of art, in the realm of Christian imagery. The dove is in¬ 
terpreted not only as an icon of other doves or of other birds but, 
more importantly, as a representation of the Holy Ghost. 

In Christian art, the dove has one and only one meaning, the 
Holy Ghost. It does not even mean dove, for when we see it repre¬ 
sented in a painting, it is as if the Holy Ghost were being repre¬ 
sented. Thus, the dove, in Christian art, is not a symbol, in the 
strictly technical semantical sense, but an icon of the Holy Ghost, 
being like it, although to a lesser degree, in the way that an artifi¬ 
cial red apple in a store window is iconic with any of the real 
fruits inside the store. It is odd, I think, that what we have tradi¬ 
tionally called a "symbol" in Christian art should turn out to be 
an icon instead. Of course, it is not iconic in the way that a self- 
portrait of Rembrandt is, but it is nevertheless, strictly and seman¬ 
tically speaking, an icon. 

Then there is the “fish symbol," which represents Christ in 
Christian art. But the fish means Christ not because it resembles 
Him, rather because of certain ingeniously concocted philological 
associations that were conceived by the early Christians in their 
attempt to communicate certain of their meanings without di¬ 
vulging them to the hostile Romans. “Fish" is ichthys in Greek. 
The Greek letters comprise the first letters of the words in the 
phrase, “Jesus Christ, Son of God, the Saviour.” This association 
enables the representation of a fish to function as a Christ "sym¬ 
bol” in Christian art. Semantically, the fish is a symbol of Christ 
in the way that the word “fish” is a symbol of actual fish. It is a 
visual sign that is fixed in its meaning by historically developed 
conventional usage. 

There is a third kind of "symbol” in Christian art, which further 
complicates the whole problem. In Roger Van der Weyden’s 
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"Adoration of the Magi/’ which represents the birth scene of 
Jesus, there is also represented, in the form of a traditional crucifix, 
located in the upper centcT of the picture, the death of Christ. 
This is indeed a fascinating juxtaposition of elements, the simul¬ 
taneous presentation of the birth and death of Christ. Here the 
artist obviously is using the crucifix as an indexical sign. That is, 
the crucifix points to the direction of the life of the Child. It is 
impossible to exaggerate the dramatic impact of this combination 
of elements. In its ability to intensify all of the elements of the 
painting, it functions in the way that Agamemnon’s act of stepping 
on the purple carpet reserved only for the gods in the Aeschylus 
trilogy docs, to indicate the coming occurrence of a powerful 
event with which the spectator is already familiar. 

Since the disintegration of the "Christian Myth,” as it is now 
called, Western art lias produced innumerable new myths or 
“symbolisms.’’ Contemporary art is almost lost in a vast sea of 
"symbolism." The work of Klee, Chagall, Dali, Ernst, etc., etc., 
is full of conflicting, sometimes incomprehensible, "symbols”; and 
the problem arises of their proper role in artistic understanding 
and appreciation. In order to deal with this welteT of contem¬ 
porary “symbolic” art, I shall choose one example that brings into 
dear focus the various difficulties inherent in this art. The exam¬ 
ple is “The Spanish Prison,” by Robert Motherwell, a young 
American painter. The painting consists of a number of different 
scries of vertical, horizontal, and curved lines converging on a 
central orbit. So far as I can make out, it is a piece of abstract art, 
quite like Mondrian in its complete absence of subject. But this 
is what the artist says about it: 

It consists of a dialectic between the conscious (straight lines, 
designed shapes, weighed color, abstract language) and the 
unconscious (soft lines, obscured shapes, automatism) resolved 
into a synthesis which differs as a whole from either. The hid¬ 
den Spanish prisoner must represent the anxieties of modem 
life, the intense Spanish-Indian color, splendor of any life. 1 * 
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The question now arises, what shall wc make of this interpreta¬ 
tion? First, let us examine the semantical dimensions of the 
“symbols.” 

(1) Soft lines no more resemble the unconscious than the)- do 
the conscious. If the artist were to say that they arc flabby and 
imprecise in the way that the unconscious is, wc could counter 
this by pointing out that the straight line, because of its piercing, 
sharp quality, is as much a representation of the unconscious as is 
the soft line. 

The same consideration prevails in the relation between the 
conscious and the straight lines. Consequently, these "symbols” 
cannot be construed as iconic. Nor are they transparently sym¬ 
bolic, for we do not in our ordinary modes of communication 
interpret soft or straight lines as meaning the unconscious or the 
conscious. Therefore, the most we can say is that these are opaque 
symbols, the meanings of which arc determined by the artist, who 
has no interest in deriving these symbol-referent associations from 
a larger recognizable group of meanings. 

The difference between the "fish symbol" and the “soft-line 
symbol,” however, must not be exaggerated. To be sure, the one 
is transparently symbolic, and the other opaquely, but Motherwell 
can always argue that his “symbols” may someday become as 
transparent in our culture as the “fish symbol” has been in Chris¬ 
tian culture. There is, after all, no a priori reason why a soft line 
cannot become a culturally fixed symbol of the unconscious. 

(a) The Spanish prisoner is the supposed subject of the pic¬ 
ture. He is hidden. Hence wc have a semantical situation in which 
the lack of elements comprises a symbolic sign of a Spanish pris¬ 
oner! This is indeed maddening to semanticists and spectators of 
art alike who feel that the artist is pulling their leg. One is re¬ 
minded of the revealing Taylor cartoon in The Nrw Yorker of 
the completely empty canvas which is interpreted by the artist as 
the exploitation of pure, virgin space! The most we can say of this 
symbol, then, is that it is completely opaque. 
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(3) The hidden prisoner is a “symbol” of the anxieties of mod¬ 
ern life. With this "symbol,” if we accept the second, we come 
to our first iconic sign, since a prisoner does resemble modem 
anxieties, especially in his enforced pent-up character. He is a 
"symbol” in the way that the dove is in Christian art. 

(4) The Spanish-lndian color, as a "symbol" of the splendor 
of life, is a transparent symbol. 

Now, before returning to the general problem of the nature of 
"symbolic art,” it may be well to deal first with a question that 
constantly arises when we try to evaluate this art. How legitimate 
are these “symbolic" elements? One reply to this question, of 
course, is that they arc as legitimate as any other constituent of 
art. Advocates of modem "symbolic art” could argue that Chris¬ 
tian art without the element of the "symbol” would be as emascu¬ 
lated as Christian art without tire subject. Further, if Christian 
"symbolism” is legitimate, there is no reason to reject non-Chris¬ 
tian "symbolism." To repudiate it would be tantamount to pure 
authoritarianism in the arts; an arbitrary limitation of artistic 
communication. It is the artist who is the final arbiter of the 
extent of his communication; and if he attributes "symbolic" 
elements to his work, then it behooves us as spectators to partake 
of his “symbolic" intentions and sec the picture in his terms. 

However, even if we accept this evaluation, we may still insist 
upon one criterion: that the symbol be integrated with the other 
elements and play a contributing role. Such a criterion would 
rule out much of "symbolic” art in which the plastic elements are 
so hopelessly inadequate that no amount of "symbolic" manipula¬ 
tion can save it. 

An alternative reply would be to repudiate the “symbolism,” 
if it be of the opaque variety. This would mean, in the case of 
‘The Spanish Prison," that we would rq'ect the “symbol” of the 
lack of elements as meaning a Spanish prisoner. We would also 
reject the connection between the soft lines and the unconscious 
and the straight lines and the conscious. In effect, our evaluation 
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would reduce the painting to an abstract one, whose meanings 
would be functions of the plastic-expressive constituents of the 
work of art. 

If we support this alternative, we shall discard all personal, ar¬ 
bitrary, and attributed "symbolism.” We shall make art less eso¬ 
teric, but we shall also make it less profound by reducing its range 
of expression and communication. If we do not adopt this alterna¬ 
tive, we must be prepared to accept all sorts of "symbolism” in 
art, not only that which the artist supposedly finds in his work, 
but whatever any spectator supposedly finds in the work. 

I know of no way of choosing between these two alternatives. 
Both have their advantages and disadvantages. In practice, how¬ 
ever, perhaps the best way to deal with these "symbols” is to try 
to understand them as the artist conceived them and, if there are 
others that he did not consciously comprehend, as any of us con¬ 
ceives them; and then to see if they work with the other constitu¬ 
ents of the work of art. If they do work, and play their contribu¬ 
tory roles in relation to the other constituents, they are to be 
considered as legitimate as any of the other constituents and must 
be regarded as a factor in our understanding of art. 

We still have before us the problem of the nature of “symbolic 
art.” Our survey of four rather different examples of “symbolic 
art" has disclosed, I think, that it will not do to say that this art 
is one in which there arc symbols in the technical semantical sense 
since these arc signs which mean their referents only by fixed as¬ 
sociation with them, and not by being like them or by pointing 
to them. Traditional "symbols,” that is to say, are not only seman¬ 
tical symbols but indices or icons as well. 

Perhaps a better answer is that "symbolic art’ is simply that art 
in which there are certain constituents — they may be subjects, 
themes, plastic elements, like certain colors or lines, or even the 
omission of elements, if we wish to give an adequate account of 
paintings like ‘The Spanish Prison” - which become fixed m 
their very definite meaning? by the artist's or spectator’s interpre- 
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tations of these constituents. This theory provides for a generalized 
unity of interpretation of the “symbols” of the dove, the fish, the 
crucifix, soft lines, the Spanish prisoner, and the Spanish-Indian 
color. It also presents us with a fourth kind of meaning in art, a 
"symbolic" one; the other three being, it will be recalled, plastic 
meaning, subject meaning and expressive meaning. 


5 

THE ARTS: POETRY 


Introduction 

Poetry is also an organic complex of expressive elements. These 
include words, images, allusions, metrics, subjects, metaphors, and 
themes. In this chapter, rather than discuss these elements seria¬ 
tim, as we did with the elements of painting, we shall present an 
aesthetic analysis of a single poem in order to examine further the 
claims of the organic theory. 

Our poem is 'The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock," by T. S. 
Eliot. It is our choice for at least two reasons. In the Erst place, 
it is a so-called “modem” poem, quite difficult to understand, 
“symbolic," even esoteric, according to many of its readers. 

Few people in our society read poetry of this sort. In fact, few 
people read poetry of any sort any more. And this is not because 
of any general decline of interest in art as such, since more people 
than ever before listen to music and look at pictures. It is difficult 
to ascertain the causes of the decline of interest in poetry. Some 
critics, like Max Eastman, place the blame on the modern poet 
for instigating and furthering a "cult of unintelligibility.” T. S. 
Eliot, they contend, is such a poet; and his "Prufrock," an exam¬ 
ple of unintelligibility. Consequently, one thing we shall try to do 
in our examination of "Prufrock” is to evaluate this criticism of 
modem poetry. 

Secondly, so far as I know, there is no extended, detailed analy- 
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sis of the poem; and since, in the opinion of many critics, it is 
one of the great poems of the twentieth century, it may not be 
amiss to offer such an analysis, regardless of the aesthetic conclu¬ 
sions we draw from it. 

In our analysis or reading of the poem, we shall exclude a num¬ 
ber of things. First, we shall not be concerned with the poem as 
a biographical datum relating to the poet s life. The aesthetic 
analysis will be carried through without any attempt to derive 
from it any evidence regarding Eliot’s attitudes during the period 
in which he wrote the poem. Furthermore, we shall raise no ques¬ 
tions of orthodoxy concerning the implied religious views of the 
poem. Neither shall we read the poem in a political or sociological 
way, inquiring into the conservatism or liberalism of the attitudes 
toward the upper and lower classes that arc implied in the poem. 
Nor shall we read it philosophically, in an attempt to deal with 
the truth or falsity of the ultimate claims put forward by Eliot. 
Finally, we shall not even be concerned with the poem in a "criti¬ 
cal" way, that is, in the sense either of placing it in the totality 
of Eliot’s work or of relating and comparing it to the totality of 
the work of Eliot’s contemporaries. All of these arc legitimate 
enterprises, but they are not the same thing as an aesthetic reading 
(although the)' may grow out of it), since their primary emphasis 
is not upon the analysis of the various constituents of the poem as 
they relate to each other in an organic way. Our analysis, there¬ 
fore, will be a reading in which the poem will be regarded as a 
self-contained system in the sense that it can be understood with 
no reference to biographical, religious, philosophical or social con¬ 
cerns. 


A "Reading" of Eliot's “The Love Song 
of J. Alfred Prufrock" 


We come, then, to the poem itself. The title, to begin with, is a 
rather curious one. It is paradoxical in that it juxtaposes the lyrical 
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and the pompous, thereby initiating a kind of tension or challenge: 
Is this ultimately an ironic poem or one in which the contrary 
attitudes are reconciled? Is this a true love song? In the end we 
shall see that it is; that it is a kind of wooing to salvation. 

The poem begins as a soliloquy or monologue in which Pmfrock 
is meditating upon his experiences. It starts, moreover, in the mid¬ 
dle of his soliloquy, abruptly, as the word "then'’ reveals. The 
whole first line, “Let us go then, you and I,” is a kind of invitation 
to the dance, for Prufrock is speaking to us. We arc the "you.” 
This raises immediately the questions, why go with him, and 
where? Already we arc tied to Prufrock. 

The next few lines, but especially the simile of the second and 
third lines, "When the evening is spread out against the sky / Like 
a patient etherised upon a table”; build up, in a descriptively 
dramatic way, the local environment surrounding Pmfrock, and 
relate it to his general mood and character. A vacuous, noncon- 
vivial and dank atmosphere and locale arc created. The simile 
itself refers to the semiconscious, half-dead, half-alive, limbo 
quality of Prufrock's character and environment. It is an image 
which thus ties up a number of things even at the very beginning 
of the poem: Prufrock's state, the local environment, i.e., the 
actual heavy character of the evening, and some sort of all-embrac¬ 
ing negative value quality. The next few lines, mainly through 
their adjectives, reinforce this limbo-like quality: "half-deserted,” 
"muttering,” "restless” are all qualifications of the local environ¬ 
ment, which relate to the etherized character of the evening and 
of Pmfrock. Tire streets are neither deserted nor full; the retreats 
are neither silent nor noisy; the nights offer neither sleep nor 
wakefulness. Everything is like the etherized patient, half-alive, 
half-dead. 

The "Streets that follow like a tedious argument / Of insidious 
intent” arc like Pmfrock and ourselves, the you and I: wandering 
aimlessly. Our wanderings, however, do not lead nowhere but 
rather to "an overwhelming question." And yet we do not ask, 
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“What is it?" Instead we “make our visit” That is, we do not 
raise the question of the meaning and purpose of our experiences, 
but we think of something else. 

Not raising the question at this juncture functions not only to 
reveal Prufrock’s and our own indecisiveness, but in a technically 
dramatic way, to keep the poem going. To answer the question 
now would be to end the poem! 

The next two lines, "In the room the women come and go / 
Talking of Michelangelo,” are transitional in nature, but they also 
constitute an integral part of any soliloquy, in that the latter is 
an association of ideas. 1 We are introduced to another facet of 
Prufrock's experiences which conveys, in a satirical way, his im¬ 
pression of the women he knows from the many soirees he has 
attended with them. 

The next stanza reinforces this general mood, emphasizing the 
sultry, heavy, semiconscious character of Prufrock’s reality. It has 
another function, too, which occurs in the first line, "The yellow 
fog that mbs its back upon the window-panes.” This line is slightly 
varied in the next stanza and is tied up with the notion of time, 
which becomes the basic idea of the third stanza; thus, through 
the first line of the second stanza, all three stanzas aTe brought 
together. 

Time is an important concept in “Prufrock." There are recog¬ 
nized two kinds of time, real and fake. False time comprises those 
experiences that get nowhere, like the aimless streets. This is the 
time of the third stanza, a time that allows of everything but 
actually nothing since all the events turn back on themselves. This 
is the time that includes all the etherized experiences like pre¬ 
paring a face to meet the faces that we meet; creating and murder¬ 
ing; and all of our indecisions, visions, and revisions. 

The contrast between murder and creation is interesting here. 
In the realm of limbo, which embraces our purposeless experi¬ 
ences, these are one and the same, since both arc vacuous and 
insignificant. 
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“To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet" Iras also a 
deeper significance than merely living falsely. It suggests the wear¬ 
ing of a mask, a death mask, such as would characterize the faces 
of those who would ordinarily be taken to be alive, but who are 
not because they fulfill no function or purpose in their lives. The 
image of a prepared face, thus, relates directly to the image of the 
etherized patient, and each image enhances the dramatic value of 
the other. 

The third stanza is not entirely negative. In fact one must not 
interpret it in terms of the negative as against the positive, for this 
is too sharp a dichotomy. The poem as a whole is not the conflict 
between the true and the false, the alive and the dead. Eliot re¬ 
jects this dualism and asserts rather an immanence theory in which 
the real or true is already present in the false, and the significant 
already part of the insignificant, waiting to be perceived by all of 
us. Just as the streets do lead to an overwhelming question, so the 
insignificant in human experience docs embody as one of its di¬ 
mensions the significant.* 

And real time, which is time that encompasses significant experi¬ 
ences, those that have purpose and direction, is immanent in false 
time, the time that returns unto itself. This is the meaning of the 
lines, "And time for all tire works and days of hands / That lift 
and drop a question on your plate." All experiences, from creation 
to murder (death), contain as their ultimate dimension the over¬ 
whelming question. 

Prufrock turns next to the events of the soiree. The fourth 
stanza begins with the challenge of real time. “And indeed there 
will be time / To wonder, ‘Do I dare?’ and, 'Do I dare?’ ” Time 
includes the asking of big questions, especially, do I dare to raise 
the overwhelming question itself —to rise from the etherized 
table? 

But real time b rejected by Prufrock and he sinks back into 
false time to reflect upon hb acquaintances of the soiree. Hb first 
reflection b of their thoughts about hb hair growing thin. Pra- 
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frock wonders if he ought to dare (to disturb their universe) while 
the) 1 wonder about his hair. The most profound as against the 
most trivial — this is the difference between these kinds of ques¬ 
tions. The people who come and go, talking of Michelangelo, arc 
those who think of Prufrock only as outer appearance, as a pre¬ 
pared face. They perceive him as one etherized patient sees an¬ 
other. Their observations of him, as disclosed by Prufrock s medi¬ 
tations, reveal his own awareness of his specifically prepared face 
and outer appearance, with its conventional, impeccable charac¬ 
ter: “My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin / 
My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin." 

Shall Prufrock remove his mask, rise from the etherized table, 
disturb their universe? No, instead he (and we, too) will make 
our visit, that is, sustain our trivialities. 

The next four stanzas describe Pruftock's sessions with the 
women of the soirte. He has shared many experiences with them; 

. . evenings, mornings, afternoons, / I have measured out my 
life with coffee spoons." His life with them, as he secs it, lias been 
ultimately a scries of driblets of experiences, each dissolved into 
nothingness, like the sugar of the coffee spoons placed inside the 
eup. 

These are the women whose voices are "dying with a dying fall." 
Voices arc ordinarily signs of life, but not their voices. Theirs are 
articulations of the semiconscious, the half-alive, half-dead, the 
voices of those who arc in limbo, who can say nothing because 
they do nothing. 

"So how should I presume?” Can he ask the overwhelming 
question of them, these people who can perceive only the death 
mask, whose main concern would be in converting his question 
into a sadistically oriented epigram? ‘The eyes that fix you in a 
formulated phrase, / And when I am formulated, sprawling on a 
pin, / When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall, / Then 
how should I begin ...?’’ The simple tiepin of Prufrock becomes 
the pin that sticks him to the wall. How ridiculous it would be 
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to disturb them, 'To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and 
ways," the driblets that are his life. 

There are also the sexual experiences that prevent his asking 
the question: “Is it perfume from a dress / That makes me so 
digress?” Are not these experiences real, purposeful, creative? Can 
Prufrock say to his women that he has seen the spiritual poverty 
"Of lonely men in shirtsleeves, leaning out of windows?” Can he 
introduce a questioning element in their lives? 

Then, in the midst of these meditations, Prufrock offers his 
evaluation and rejection of this way of life, in the first positive 
assertion of the poem: “I should have been a pair of ragged claws 
/ Scuttling across the floors of silent seas." As a crab in the sea, 
at least he would be alive and with purpose; a creature with a role 
to play, even if only a creature on one of the lowest levels of 
biological existence. 

But Prufrock retreats quickly and returns to the soiree — where 
everything is peaceful. Or is it? "It malingers." It is a false peace, 
pregnant with turbulence (and the overwhelming question). Shall 
Prufrock try again, "to force the moment to its crisis?” Shall he 
tell them that he has seen the Truth? But again they will treat 
him with ridicule; even look upon him in the way that Salome, at 
the court (soiree) of Herod, laughed at the decapitated head of 
John the Baptist, except that the Salomes of Prufrock’s soirtes will 
laugh harder because Prufrock’s head is slightly baldl 

Once more fear and indecision stop him. "I am no prophet — 
and here’s no great matter.” False time sucks into its vacuum the 
moment of his greatness. Prufrock sees himself at the occurrence 
of his death being greeted by the figure of Death, who regards 
him as a human driblet. "And I have seen the eternal Footman 
hold my coat, and snicker.” 

Prufrock tries again to resolve his indccisivcness, to capture the 
Significant. Should he squeeze "the universe into a ball / To roll it 
toward some overwhelming question, / To say: 'I am Lazarus, 
come from the dead, / Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you 
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all.'" Again the answer is no; there will be no raising of the ques¬ 
tion. 

The next stanza further complicates Prufrock’s problem, for it 
introduces a note of genuine doubt of the totally insignificant 
character of the soiree existence. His meditations and evaluations 
become nebulous, shadowy and abstract, "as if a magic lantern 
threw the nerves in patterns on a screen.” There arc certain mo¬ 
ments of real beauty in this limbo-life: "The sunsets and the door- 
yards and the sprinkled streets, / . . . The novels . . . the tea¬ 
cups ... the skirts that trail along the floor — / And this, and 
so much more." It is these reflections that make an easy decision 
so difficult. 

In this stanza the poem rises to great heights by bringing in this 
complexity of attitudes toward human experience. A lesser poet 
than Eliot would have been satisfied with painting the limbo-life 
in total black; but not Eliot, who employs other, less somber, and 
even lyrical colon. 

The next stanza is the resolution of Prufrock’s conflict. Hamlet’s 
problem was to be or not to be. But this is not Pru frock's. His 
problem is rather whether to raise the question (of being or not 
being) or not to raise the question. Sliall he rise from the table 
or remain there as the etherized patient? Shall he cease his aimless 
wanderings and reach the overwhelming question? Shall he tran¬ 
scend cyclical, hence nonexistent, time and enter into the flow 
of real time? 

Unlike Hamlet, who finally answered his question, Pru frock 
docs not. This is his decision: Not to raise the question, to remain 
in limbo. 

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be; 

Am an attendant lord, one that will do 
To swell a progress, start a scene or two, 

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool, 

Deferential, glad to be of me, 

Politic, cautious, and meticulous; 
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Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse; 

At times, indeed, almost ridiculous — 

Almost, at times, the Fool. 

Prufrock, then, does not question the universe, but raises little 
(driblet) questions, which seive to augment his trivial drama of 
life. Hamlet, in this stanza and context, becomes both the total 
play and the hero of the play; and Prufrock sees himself not as 
the hero but as a Rosencrantz or Guildenstem, who are like the 
formulated phrases wriggling on the wall; or he even secs himself 
as the Fool who amuses the court in the manner in which he now 
amuses the soirfe crowd. 

The meditations continue. Prufrock imagines himself as becom¬ 
ing more meticulous, more superficial, more prepared in his outer 
face, more masked, more trivial. “I grow old ... I grow old . . . 
/ I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled. / Shall I part 
my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach? / I shall wear white 
flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.” No longer does Pru¬ 
frock dare disturb the universe; but now he does not even dare to 
indulge in the slightest gaucherie. 

All of this depiction of trivia is followed by a scries of crescendo- 
like assertions, beginning with: “I have heard the mermaids sing¬ 
ing, each to each.” Who arc the mermaids? In the first place, they 
are of the sea; and when we tie this up with the crab and the last 
line of the poem, they can be construed as symbols of that which 
is alive, active, and purposeful. Further, they are feminine, hence 
to be compared with the desiccated women of the soirfe. Prufrock 
conceives them in all their brilliant, vibrant beauty: 

I have seen them riding seaward on the waves 
Combing the white hair of the waves blown back 
When the wind blows the water white and black. 

But they will not sing to him, he realizes. That is, he recognizes 
that it is not his decision to follow that which is directed to the 
life of action and purpose. 
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The final stanza is the most difficult in the poem: 

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea 
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown 
Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 

One may interpret this stanza as follows: All of us, who arc like 
Prufrock, have remained indecisive (“lingered") in the midst of 
the possibilities of salvation (“sea-girls”); and we will continue 
in our indecisivcncss, our limbo existence, our etherized state, 
until the voices of the soiree crowd make us die. On this reading, 
the poem ends in complete pessimism, and all hope of salvation is 
dissolved into the waters of death. 

But such a reading, plausible as it may seem, simply does not 
do justice to the stanza and to the rest of the poem. It leaves out 
and distorts too much; it allows too many of the tensions of the 
whole poem to remain unresolved. Consequently, a more inclu¬ 
sive reading is called for: 

We etherized patients, we who exist in a state of doing nothing, 
have been near the sources of salvation, that is, the life of signifi¬ 
cance; wc will remain in our etherized state until voices that arc 
truly alive - voices like that of Lazarus or of the mermaids sing¬ 
ing - wake us and we cease our state of meTe physical existence, 
which is a kind of spiritual nonbeing, and enter into real life. 

In justification of this interpretation, consider the following: 
Lingering in the chambers of the sea is organically tied to the 
questions that are dropped on our plate and the streets that lead 
to an overwhelming question. The possibilities of salvation, of 
transcending limbo, have been close at hand; wc have lingered in 
them, next to the mermaids with all of their beauty and purpose. 
Further, there is the meaning of the human voices that wake us. 
Our first thought is that these arc the voices of the women of the 
soirdc. But this cannot be so, since their voices are dying voices, 
not efficacious at all. The voices of the soirde women can neither 
say nor do anything; therefore, they cannot wake us, for to wake 
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is to make alive. "Human," it must be seen, is used with para¬ 
doxical intent. The really human voices, the poem is saying, do 
not belong to those who are in limbo, on the etherized table, but 
to those that play a creative role, like John the Baptist, Lazarus, 
and the mermaids. Finally, on this reading, “we drown" means 
that we cast off our limbo existence, in a kind of baptismal way, 
and enter into the life of significance and salvation. Such a read¬ 
ing, I think, is much richer than the first, and brings together the 
many strands of the poem. 

Further Analysis of the Poem 

This concludes our detailed reading of the poem. This reading is 
the sine qua non of an aesthetic analysis. The question now arises, 
are these extended interpretations part of the pocin or a substitute 
for it? They are not the latter since the poem certainly includes 
the written sentences and their meanings, which cannot be said in 
any other way. But these interpretations arc part of the poem's 
total communication; they comprise the depth meanings* of the 
poem, that is, all of those meanings that arc suggested by the 
printed meanings. For example, the poem says “I have measured 
out my life with coffee spoons”; but this implies within the poem, 
"My life has been trivial,” which is not part of the written mate¬ 
rial, but is nevertheless part of the poem. It will not do to claim, 
as Cleanth Brooks has done, that these arc mac scaffoldings which 
lead us to the poem but are never within it. 4 A poem is always 
much richer than its printed meanings. 

Let us continue our aesthetic analysis of tire poem. Ultimately, 
of course, this poem, or any poem, is constituted of words, or 
rather word sounds. There is much that can be said about the 
aesthetics of word sounds. Aesthcticians have recognized that these 
word sounds can have specific meanings. But it happens that many 
words are ambiguous, that is, have a number of specific meanings. 
Science tries to reduce this ambiguity, poetry to exploit it. Poetry 
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is based upon ambiguity, or-a better term - plurisignation * 
since simile and metaphor grow out of it. Coffee spoon, for 
example, means a measuring instrument, quite small in relation to 
a tablespoon. Also, it means something that holds only driblets. 
Both of these connotations are exploited by Eliot in Pru frock. 

Word sounds function in an expressive way in poetry. Consider 
the expressive quality of Eliot's language in “Prufrock.’ Deserted 
streets,” "etherised patient," "muttering retreats,” "cheap hotels,” 
"sawdust restaurants,” "yellow fog,” “pools, drains, soot, 
“butt-ends,” arc all hard bitten, brittle, everyday, “unpoctic” word 
sounds. Yet in relation to the realistic tone of the poem, they are 
poetic; and they comprise one constituent which relates to the 
others that make up the poem. 

With words and their meanings, Eliot builds up the other 
elements of his poem. The first of these are the images. Consider 
the image of the women coming and going, talking of Michel¬ 
angelo. It is a description of the desiccated women of the soirie; 
and it relates to the image of the etherized patient, which image 
is the controlling one of the poem. The image of Prufrock, as he 
describes himself, unruffled in his outer appearance but deeply 
troubled inwardly, is also related to the other elements of the 
poem. So, too, with the image of the mermaids, in all their vi¬ 
brancy and power, which functions as a contrast to tire essentially 
lifeless and insignificant character of the soirie women. 

Certain contrasts arc developed in the poem which arc also 
organically contributing elements. Tire tedious argument as against 
the overwhelming question; the dare versus the hair; the cakes and 
ices contrasting with the forcing of the moment to its crisis; and 
the walking on the beach in opposition to the hearing of the 
mermaids — each of these is intrinsically expressive but, considered 
in its relations to the other elements, it takes on certain intensify¬ 
ing qualities that enhance it and, consequently, the entire poem. 

The paradoxes are also organic elements. There is the paradox 
of a time in which there arc indecisions, revisions, and decisions 
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which a minute will reverse, that is, of a time that is really static. 
Also there is the paradox of an existence in which murder and 
creation are ultimately identical. A third paradox concerns the 
women of the soiree whose voices are dying in contrast to the 
voices of the mermaids that can wake us. 

Then there is the element of drama in the poem. The whole 
technique of the association of ideas is intrinsically dramatic. 
"Shall I raise the question?” “I shall.” "No, I shall not." Climaxes 
and anticlimaxes, denouement, and final resolution, with its epi¬ 
logue. 

There are also allusions in the poem: to John the Baptist, to 
Death, to Lazarus, to Hamlet, to Rosencrantz and GuiJdcnstcm. 
All of these play their roles in relation to the other constituents, 
including Prufrock's character and the fact that he would know 
these allusions readily, being a person of education. For the com¬ 
prehension of these allusions we need no private, opaquely sym¬ 
bolic key. General education discloses their meanings in the way 
that it reveals the meaning of the coffee spoon to any intelligent 
reader in the Western world. 

This brings us to the "symbols” of the poem. Both the etherized 
patient and the prepared face symbolize the life that is really 
limbo, the state of being that is mere mechanism, without mean¬ 
ing or purpose; a life that is really spiritual death. Both symbolize 
what we may call the world of psychic surface. Semantically, both 
arc more transparent than opaque symbols. That is to say, a careful 
reading of the poem discloses the symbolic meaning of etherized 
patient and prepared face. One does not need an external set of 
references to unravel their meanings. 

The coffee spoons, of course, symbolize the ephemeral, trivial, 
transient character of limbo experiences. The dying voices sym¬ 
bolize the state of being which is a kind of nothingness. The 
women coming and going symbolize the same world of psychic 
surface. 

Pnifroclc, himself, is a symbol of the conflict between the life of 
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meaning and significance and the life of mere mechanism. Ham¬ 
let, as a play, symbolizes the realm of total experience, the drama 
of life as Prufrock sees it. Hamlet, the individual hero, symbolizes 
the ultimate conflict of coming to a decision, except that his is 
more on a purely physical level than on the psychological one. 
The crab is a symbol of real life even on the lowest sort of level; 
Lazarus, a symbol of real life even in physical death; so, too, with 
John the Baptist; and the mermaids arc a symbol of real life even 
in myth. That is, even as mythical creatures, they arc more real 
than the inhabitants of limbo. Finally, the last act of drowning is 
a symbol of the giving up of the physical and insignificantly psy¬ 
chical life for salvation; or, more specifically, it symbolizes the 
giving up of a life that is really a kind of death in the sense of 
being nothingness for a death (the casting off of the purposeless 
existence) which is the first stage of true life or salvation. 

This brings us to metaphor. No poem illustrates better than 
this one the modem view, suggested by Cleanth Brooks, that a 
poem is not a theme embroidered by metaphor, but the unfold¬ 
ing of metaphor* Tire whole of ‘'Prufrock,'’ we may say, is tire 
unfolding of a tremendous double metaphor: life and death, on a 
conventional level, in which they have no meaning or significance, 
arc like etherized patients, endless streets, static time, and dying 
voices; and life and death, on their true level, in which they are 
directed toward salvation, are like the crab, Lazarus, John the 
Baptist, and the mermaids singing. 

Tire idea or referent of the poem is the briefest, most abstract 
condensation of the metaphor: There arc two kinds of life and 
two kinds of death; one, the conventional, is sterile and vacuous; 
the other, the religious, is fertile, truly human, significant. 

This theme or Idea is in the poem, as a depth meaning; but it 
would be wrong to say with Housman that the poem is this theme 
embroidered by metaphor. The poem is the metaphor. 

This theme also exists outside of the poem as the theme of 
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many different poems. In fact, it is one of Eliot’s favorite themes, 
as his other poems show. 

What, finally, is the subject of the poem? It is that clement 
which epitomizes the Idea or theme, which represents it, seman¬ 
tically speaking. And, of course, it is Prufrock himself who is the 
subject for he is the epitome of the conflict between the two ways 
of life and death. 

To sum up: Every word, image, contrast, parados, allusion, 
symbol, etc., is what it is because of its intrinsic character plus its 
contextual character. The etherized patient, for example, has his 
own meaning in the poem, independently of the other elements; 
but in relation to the endless streets, Lazarus, the women talking 
of Michelangelo, and so on, it takes on characteristics that en¬ 
large, modify and intensify its poetic nature. 
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Introduction 

Music is also the organic integration of constituents. These con¬ 
stituents are, fundamentally, the tone and the lack of tone, or 
silence. There may be some dispute about silence being an cle¬ 
ment of the art of music; but compositions like Beethoven’s last 
quartet, especially the slow movement, are inexplicable without 
bringing in this clement. Silence in music may be compared to 
empty space in painting. 

By means of tones and pure silence, the elements of the chord, 
harmony, melody, and rhythm arc created. Further, because music 
is an interpretative art, functioning through certain instruments, 
these instruments must be taken as constituting one element 
among others. And all of these elements are characterized by cer¬ 
tain expressive properties. 

In this chapter I shall deal with these elements only briefly, 
since there are many excellent discussions of them in contemporary 
treatises on music. Instead I wish to concentrate upon the basic 
question of musical aesthetics today: Does music mean anything? 

Remarks on the Elements of Music and 
Their Expressive Qualifies 

Tones differ among themselves in pitch, color, intensity, quality, 
and length, 'rhese properties are to tones what hue, saturation. 
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and brilliance are to color in painting. A succession of tones, in* 
volving certain rhythmic and pitch factors, produces melody, one 
of the basic constituents of music. Melody is tonal organization, 
not a mere succession of tones. It is a kind of advancing pitch 
curve, in which there is present rhythmic organization. 

Harmony is often regarded as tone simultaneity and contrasted 
with melody, which is tone progression. But this definition will not 
do. It is chords that constitute tone simultaneity, not harmony 
which, like melody, involves succession of horizontal advance. 
Harmony, it is more accurate to say, is a succession of chords. 

Rhythm, in music, has to do with the grouping of certain tones 
according to accent and stress. All activity, in nature or in music, 
involves periodic grouping, at least so far as human response to 
this activity is concerned; and no flow or progression is a con¬ 
tinuum, rhythmically speaking, but is broken up into groupings 
by human response. The recurrence of accent and stress upon one 
or another of the elements in the groupings constitutes rhythm. 

In the realm of instruments, there is the percussion group, the 
wind, string, and brass groups, and the human voice. Now, each 
of these elements has its own expressive quality. Even a single 
tone, because of its specific pitch, its loudness or softness, its 
brilliance or dullness, has an expressive quality. 

Melodies most certainly have their attendant expressive quali¬ 
ties. One need only compare a typical melody of Mozart’s, charac¬ 
terized by its restraint and serenity, with one of Tchaikovsky’s, 
with its turbulent, overpassioned character, to comprehend the 
expressive dimension of melody. 

The restlessness of the dissonant as against the relative stability 
of the consonant; the hollow, flat character of a fifth or the rich, 
lively character of a major third; and the power of a chordal pro¬ 
gression such as we find in the exposition of the Eroico, exemplify 
the expressive qualities of chords and harmony. 

In the realm of instruments. Western listeners have a rather 
uniform characterization of the oboe, for example, as embodying 
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the expressiveness of the pastoral; or of the piccolo as being some¬ 
what shrill and tangy in quality; or of the cello as having a certain 
smooth, velvety quality, or, finally, of the bassoon as being a little 
rough in its expressive appeal. 

Finally, rhythm also possesses certain expressive qualities, which 
are specified by the names we apply to the different rhythmic oc¬ 
currences in music as they relate to tempo: the largo (slow) or 
the adagio (lingering) as against the allegro (animated) or presto 
(vivacious), for example. 

The Problem of the Meaning of Music 

Traditionally, the question, "Docs music mean anything?" has 
been identified with the question, "Is music a language?” Both 
affirmative and negative answers to these questions, it is important 
to note, have been based upon the same assumptions as to the 
nature of a language and the meaning of meaning. Musical acs- 
thcticians who have argued that music docs not mean anything 
liave done so primarily because they have seen in music no simi¬ 
larity to ordinary languages like French or German or English. 
Their opponents have countered their arguments by pointing out 
that music can function like ordinary languages if certain conven¬ 
tions, like program notes, are adopted. But in neither of these two 
groups has there been any systematic analysis of either the nature 
of a language or the meaning of meaning. Nor has there been any 
pronounced recognition that without such analyses the problem 
of the meaning of music is insoluble. 

In order to unravel the traditional answers to our problem and, 
if we can, to secure a sounder one for ourselves, let us begin by 
inquiring into the nature of language. 

There is at the present time not as much unanimity about the 
nature of language as would be desirable; but most semioticians 
agree that language is in its essence a system of signs that functions 
as the basic instrument for communication. Whatever else lan- 
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guagc may be, one of its salient characteristics is its ability to 
make communication possible. 

Some semioticians regard the essence of communication to be 
the issuing forth of propositions. That is, language is taken to be 
communication in which propositions arc affirmed (or denied). 
On this view, music would be accepted as a language if it could 
be used to assert or deny some proposition or other. 

But this seems to be an unnecessarily narrow view, for there arc 
modes of communication in which nothing is asserted (or denied); 
that is, no claim is made; rather, something is exhibited or pre¬ 
sented. A map, for example, asserts (or denies) nothing, but it 
may communicate something to someone. Consequently, we must 
distinguish between at least two modes of communication: one in 
which something means something else to someone and the other 
in which a proposition is asserted (or denied) by someone to some¬ 
one else. The first involves only meaning; the second, meaning 
and assertion. 

Our general problem can now be stated: Is music a language in 
the sense of meaning anything, not in the sense of asserting any¬ 
thing? To answer this question we need first a criterion of mean¬ 
ing. Our criterion will be that which is advocated by almost all 
contemporary semioticians: Something x means something else y 
to an interpreter a if x stands for, represents, designates or denotes 
y to a. Therefore, music may be said to have meaning if it repre¬ 
sents, stands for, designates, or denotes something to someone. 

Historically, there have been two answers to this problem of the 
meaning of music, the "autonomous" and the "heteTonomous." 
The advocates of the autonomous point of view claim that music 
means nothing (with the trivial exception of onomatopoetic 
sounds) because it docs not have the capacity as a medium of 
communication to stand for, represent, or designate anything else. 
For music to have meaning, it must be a language; to be a language 
requires a vocabulary that can refer to specific things. The essence 
of a language lies in its words with their fixed connotations and 
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denotations. Musical tones arc not like words, therefore, music is 
not a language, and consequently cannot mean anything. 

The essence of music, the positive side of this autonomous view 
maintains, is pure meaningless sounds - "arabesques of sounds," 
as they are sometimes called. 

The heteronomous view is that music is a language of some sort 
and does mean something to hearers of it. There arc many varieties 
within this group. The most extreme lieteronomists are the pro¬ 
ponents of the "programmatic" theory of the meaning of music, 
which has been the dominant theory since Wagner. For these aes- 
thcticians, music is a language and has meaning like any ordinary 
language. It can mean specific ideas, emotions, events, characters, 
inner psychological struggles, etc. They do not affirm that music 
must have meaning in this way, only that it can if the composer 
supplies his listeners with the set of specific references which are 
to be associated with his musical sounds. Like their "autonomous 
opponents, they recognize the place of nonmeaningful music in 
the long history of music. They would agree that much of Mozart 
or Haydn, for example, is meaningless in character because the 
composers furnished no specific program. 

It is understandable that the most severe critique of this version 
of the heteronomous approach has come from the autonomists, or 
from acstheticians who are identified with them, like Gurney and 
Hanslick. In the main, their refutation is based upon their claim 
that music is not capable of meaning specific things because it lias 
no fixed vocabulary. They further point out that any specific inter- 
pretation which is made of the sounds is purely arbitrary in the 
sense that there is no causal nexus or necessary connection between 
the sounds and the interpretation; and there is no way of deciding 
which among conflicting interpretations of the sounds is the cor¬ 
rect one. 1 Semantically, the point that the critics of the program¬ 
matic school are suggesting is that it is indeed a strange language 
which does not offer a common communication but which allows 
for as many interpretations as there are users of it. 
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A modified heteronomous view has been advanced by the emi¬ 
nent psychologist, Max Schocn, in his recent book. The Under¬ 
standing of Music. He writes: 

In language even a single word has a specific reference to an 
object or act which is the meaning of that word. When the 
word is abstract it at once calls up a concrete image . . . There 
is never such a hard and fast line of connotations in music. 
A single note or a melodic phrase docs not stand for any 011c 
thing, act, feeling, or passion, and can therefore mean any one 
of a thousand things and experiences, limited only by the hearer's 
wealth of imagery. Within itself and by itself, then, music has 
the power to produce every illusion, passion, and sensuous event 
in the range of human experience, and even to insinuate itself 
into the higher mental processes. 8 

The essence of Schoen’s argument is that because musical 
sounds mean no one definite thing, they can mean anything, defi¬ 
nite or indefinite, specific or generic. But in one sense, to say tlut 
x means nothing, therefore everything, is self-contradictory and 
absurd. However, what Schocn means, I think, is that since musical 
sounds (with onomatopoetic exceptions) ate noniconic, they can 
function, semantically, as symbols of anything to different lis¬ 
teners. 

This version of heteronomy is more plausible than the others. 
Meaning, it implies, is a relation not between sounds and things, 
but between sounds, associations, and things. To have meaning is 
not necessarily to be like something, but to be associated with it. 
The composer and the listener attach references to musical sounds; 
and these references constitute the meaning of music. This theory, 
which identifies the meaning of music with symbolic sign function¬ 
ing rather than iconic significance, has been offered by Carroll 
Pratt* 

The basic difficulty with this view is similar to that which 
Hanslick found in the programmatic version of heteronomy, the 
extreme relativism of music as a language. In ordinary language, 
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the symbols are more or less fixed in their meanings. But in music, 
even if we allow the sounds to function as symbols, they arc not 
fixed at all. The word “red” means red in one poem and in an¬ 
other, and in hundreds of them. But four related tones may mean, 
in a semantically symbolic way, fate in one symphony, love in 
another, and perhaps cruelty in a third. 

One might reply to this that musical meanings resemble the 
opaque symbols of painting. Straight lines mean consciousness 
in one painting, the dignity of man in a second, and the cgoccn- 
tricity of a bird in a third. If we accept this symbolic process in 
painting, why not in music? 

So far as I can sec, there is no ostensible argument against this 
reply, but some of its implications, I should think, would be 
semantically embarrassing to its advocates. Music, on this view, 
is a completely opaque language. That is, every reference depends 
upon someone’s external associations with the sounds. And all the 
meanings of a certain composition are personal, arbitrary, capri¬ 
cious, and different with different listeners. This is a curious phe¬ 
nomenon, that a language should consist of nothing but opaque 
symbols; that there should be recognized no icons, indices, or 
transparent symbols. 

Tire essential or at any rate the distinguishing feature of lan¬ 
guage is its capacity to function for communication. Communica¬ 
tion means common understanding; this is part of its definition. 
But the theory that we arc now considering seems to violate this 
very feature of language. With nothing but purely personal, arbi¬ 
trary, and capricious symbols and references, there can be no 
common understanding, only a welter of wild, imaginative flights 
into the realm of associations. 

One must conclude, therefore, that this version of heteronomy 
reduces to self-contradiction because it involves the incompatible 
notions that musk is a language and yet does not function in com¬ 
munication. 

Another variant of the heteronomy school is the theory of Scho- 
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penhaucr, which has also been championed in our period by Pratt 
(who, I think, is really maintaining two views of the meaning of 
music). Their contention is that music means nothing concrete 
— no specific event, emotion, or struggle — but rather the activity 
of the will. The ceaseless activity of musical sounds, with their 
rises and falls, means the strivings, the ups and downs, the ad¬ 
vances and recessions of the human will. 4 Music is thus an iconic 
language which has but one referent, the fluctuations of human 
volition. 

This heteronomous theory, it is true, docs avoid the pitfalls of 
the preceding ones. But it is too narrow in its formulation. There 
is no reason why music cannot represent more than pure volition, 
why its constituents cannot refer to many more specific attributes 
of human experience than the will. To have shown that it can do 
so is the contribution of Hanslick. 

Everyone considers Hanslick to be one of the staunchest advo¬ 
cates of the autonomy doctrine. He is the inventor of its famous 
slogan: "The essence of music is sound and motion." • He is in 
the Herbartian tradition of Cerman aesthetics, and a disciple of 
Herbart’s pupil, Zimmcrmann. Furthermore, his attacks on the 
extreme heteronomists, especially the emotionalists, who claimed 
that music is a language of the emotions, all tend to support this 
interpretation of his point of view. 

And yet I must insist that his book. The Beautiful in Music, 
is not an argument for autonomy at all but an attempt to establish 
a limited but sound heteronomous theory. 

Hanslick’s basic thesis is that music means, is a language of, 
certain diversified features of human experience. Musical sounds, 
functioning as the stimuli of our auditory experiences, have certain 
physical properties: strength, motion, ratio, and rhythm. By means 
of these, other properties are created: intensity waxing and waning: 
motion hastening and lingering; and progression. And through 
these, music obtains certain expressive qualities which we may call 
the graceful, the violent, the vigorous, or the elegant.* 
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All of these expressive qualities, Hanslick maintains, characterize 
the musical sounds as stimuli, and exist quite independently of 
the listener's associations with them. They are intrinsic, not ex¬ 
trinsic, characteristics of music. Our aesthetic adjectives, like 
graceful, for example, refer to our stimuli, not to our reactions or 
associational interpretations of them. To say, then, that the open¬ 
ing theme of the "Adagio” movement of Mozart’s Quintet in 
D Minor is wistfully sad is like saying, for Hanslick, that the red 
in some painting or other is luscious. 

In my opinion, Hanslick’s theory is closer to the tnith about 
the meaning of music than any of the others we have considered. 
To be sure, there are semantical difficulties in it. For example, 
one does not know how to interpret these intrinsic aesthetic 
qualities that Hanslick finds in the musical stimuli. Are they 
iconic with the graceful, etc., in human experience or only associ¬ 
ated with these features of human experience in the way that 
transparent symbols are? But his fundamental claim is sound, 
so far as it goes. Human beings have many experiences, each 
with its physiological and psychological dimension. Music, even 
on an iconic level, can mean these aspects of human experience. 
The purely rhythmic motion of music, for example, represents 
to all listeners with normal nervous systems the rhythmic motion 
of our bodily experiences as well as the waxing and waning 
character of our psychic emotional life in an iconic way. Music 
is a language, and in so far as it means or represents certain 
kinetic, kinacsthetic, and emotional characteristics of human ex¬ 
perience, it is a purely iconic language. This is the basic thesis of 
Hanslick and the soundest compromise between the autonomous 
and heteronomous positions in musical aesthetics. 

Considered independently of its historical development, wc 
may say that the whole problem of autonomy versus hctcronomy 
is not one that has ever been formulated correctly by musical 
aesthcticians. Both schools have accepted the same assumptions 
about language, meaning, and representation in the way that both 
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Bell and Fry and their critics accepted the same basic assumptions 
about the form-content distinction in their discussions about 
painting. If our whole treatment of the problem of meaning in 
painting is a correct one, it follows that the distinction between 
the representational and the nonrcpresentational, or the meaning¬ 
ful and the nonmeaningful, is an illegitimate one, so far as art is 
concerned. The constituents of music, like the constituents of 
painting, are expressive in character, which means that they 
function as signs, that is, as vehicles of meaning, to the listeners 
of music. The question is not whether music means anything 
but what does it mean? And this is tantamount to asking what 
arc the different ways that the constituents of music can function 
as signs. We have already seen in our third chapter that even one 
constituent, the progression of chords in the exposition of the 
Eroica, can be said to have a number of meanings. 

All of the constituents of music may mean different things to 
different listeners. Some of the elements, like presto rhythms, 
for example, are probably iconic, since they arc like certain of our 
vivacious experiences. But this same constituent may also function 
as an opaque symbol. For example, it may be designated by the 
composer to mean, let us say, the Russian army on the march. 

Other constituents, like dissonance, arc taken as meaning, 
among other things, the qualities of restlessness and instability 
in human experience. Some musical aestheticians see in this 
semantical relation an iconic one. But this is difficult to support. 
Rather, the relation between dissonance and instability is similar 
to the relation between red and the lively, in that dissonance is 
a transparent symbol of the unstable or restless. Many of us 
Western listeners, mainly because of our musical history, do in¬ 
terpret dissonance as a sign of the restless; but Orientals or even 
future Western listeners may find it as restful and stable as a 
consonance. Consequently, we cannot assert dogmatically that 
cither consonance or dissonance is more than a transparent symbol 
of the stable or unstable in human experience. 
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What is true of the relation between dissonance and restless¬ 
ness obtains in the relation between certain sounds and other 
expressive qualities. To say, for example, that the second move¬ 
ment of the Mozart Concerto for Piano and Orchestra in C 
Minor is heavenly in its serenity is not to utter gibberish, but to 
say that the sounds, paced as they arc, pitched as they arc, harmo¬ 
nized as they arc — that is, as melody — are transparent symbols 
of the serene in human experience, and that the extremely linger¬ 
ing and ethereal quality of the sounds gives them their (trans¬ 
parently symbolic) heavenly character. 

The difficulty is not to recognize the transparently symbolic 
referents of music but to be able to characterize them when we 
do recognize them. And this is a difficulty that points to the 
woefully inadequate language that we rue when we try to name 
or describe the communicating signs of music. That is, we must 
say in English what is being presented (not asserted, necessarily) 
in music. But the qualities that can be referred to through music 
simply cannot be named successfully in English or any other 
ordinary language. We say a Mozartian melody means serenity, 
but so do some of Beethoven’s. There is a difference in the kind 
of serenity that is being communicated in a transparently symbolic 
way, but we cannot specify it adequately in English. However, 
we should not conclude from this inability of ordinary languages 
to name the qualities that music refen to, as some have done, 
that music docs not mean anything because we cannot say what 
it means. We ought rather to say that music means many qualities 
of our experiences, some of which we can name, in a feeble sort 
of way, by the use of such terms as serenity, melancholy, joyful¬ 
ness, gracefulness, etc. T 

To sum up: The organic theory regards music as a language 
or system of signs which communicates or means certain features 
of our experiences. Some of these signs are like these features, 
some arc associated with them in culturally rather fixed ways, 
whereas others are merely associated with them in esoteric and 
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personal ways. Unlike the autonomy view, the organic theory 
finds in musical sounds both icons and transparent symbols such 
that we may correctly say that music has a vocabulary, that is, 
certain signs with fixed connotations and denotations. It is true, 
as Susanne Lunger has pointed out, tliat the tones of music can¬ 
not be construed as words* But one need not argue that they are 
like words in order to attribute to music a vocabulary. The 
vocabulary of music does not consist in its tones but in group¬ 
ings of them in certain rhythmic and harmonic ways that allow 
them to function as transparent symbols. Further, as transparent 
symbols, the vocabulary of music consists primarily of terms that 
can mean specified but not particular aspects of experience, that is, 
serenity or turbulence, for example, but not the serenity or turbu¬ 
lence of a particular person on a particular day in a particular 
situation. 

Unlike the view of the programmatic school and Schoen, the 
organic theory does not identify the language of music with 
purely opaque symbols. Finally, it rejects the view of Schopen¬ 
hauer that music means only the fluctuations of the will by showing 
that music can mean more specified features of human activity 
than the will. 
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THE ARTS: THE MEDIUM 

The Doctrine of the Purity of the Medium 

The problem of the meaning of music brings us to the whole 
question of the nature and importance of the medium in art 
In music, autonomists and some hetcronomists alike claim that 
music is able to do some things and not others; that it is limited 
by the capacities of the medium of tone sounds; that it ought 
not to attempt what it is not able to do, namely, to narrate or 
denote specific things. 

This total principle allows of generalization for all the arts. 
Each art, it is contended, has a specific function, which gives it 
its uniqueness; and this function is determined by the nature of 
the medium. This generalized principle, ancient in the history 
of aesthetics, received its classic formulation in the Laocotin of 
Lessing. In the aesthetics of modem art, especially since 1850, 
and this holds for all the arts, it would be difficult to find a princi¬ 
ple more universally accepted by "modernists” and more influential 
upon creation than this one. 

The medium has become a category of primary importance in 
contemporary aesthetics and one can find a great deal of discus¬ 
sion of its significance in the writings and reflections of modern 
artists and critics. It would be difficult to reduce these discussions 
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to any total unanimity but on one point there is universal agree¬ 
ment, at least on the part of those who consider themselves 
"modems.” Painting, drama, motion pictures, music, architecture, 
sculpture, dance, and literature all have their special capacities 
and limitations. This is the central doctrine of these advocates 
of "modem art.” The artist in his creative activity is inextricably 
tied to his medium. He thinks and feels and produces in terms 
of it. It is, as Bosanquet wrote in reply to Croce, the body of his 
aesthetic creation. 1 Each medium, whether it be water color or 
fresco in painting, the human body in the dance, the camera 
in the motion picture, or stone in sculpture, etc., possesses its 
own expressive potentials. These should be realized as fully as 
possible. No medium should be made to do what it really cannot 
do or what others can do better. The medium must be kept pure. 
In sum: this is a new kind of formalism in aesthetic theory, one 
which the Germans, with excellence of exactitude, have called a 
"Purism" founded upon Materialgerechtigkeit — doing justice to 
the nature of the material. 

Purism and Painting 

Consider the medium and the doctrine of purism in relation to 
the art of painting. The medium, it is pointed out, is in part a 
two-dimensional surface area. This surface may be made of a 
number of different materials or substances, among them canvas, 
wood, plaster, paper, glass. All of these surfaces have their own ex¬ 
pressive possibilities which are to be explored and exploited in 
order to realize their intrinsic uniquenesses as surface areas. One 
should not try to do with glass what can be done better with 
plaster, for example, the purist claims, for this leads to a con¬ 
fusion of media and a consequent artistic failure. 

Besides the two-dimensional surface area, the medium in paint¬ 
ing includes the paint itself. And here one distinguishes between 
water color, gouache, tempera, oil, etc. Each of these has its 
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own expressive capacities and limitations, and these should be 
realized, without any attempt to do with one medium what can 
be done better with another. For example, the purist holds that 
the artist who is striving for luminosity ought not to work with 
water colors but rather with oils, which lend themselves naturally 
to the creation of the expressive quality of luminosity, whereas 
water colors do not. 

Besides these purisms within the art of painting, there is a 
larger purism about the whole of the art. Painting, it is held, is 
essentially a medium in which certain plastic qualities can be 
exhibited. It can explore the expressive potentials of color, line, 
space, volume tension, and the like. Further, it can do this better 
than any other art. This is its uniqueness which is derived from 
its essence as an art of painting. Although it can embody narrative 
or psychological matters, it ought not to do so since literature 
can do this better. It ought to limit itself to what it can do best, 
plastic expression, not plastic-subject expression. From Cfcunne 
to Picasso, this principle, however we may ultimately regard it, 
has been one of the inspirations of modem painting. 

Purism and Architecture 

In architecture we find the same insistence upon the preservation 
of the integrity of the medium. In fact, in no other art has the 
call of the medium been so loudly sounded. Modem architecture 
is, in part, a revolt against the lack of integrity that characterized 
much of nineteenth- and twentieth-century architecture. The main 
irritation has been the unfunctional use of the materials of archi¬ 
tecture. Modem architects sec in marble palaces that function as 
banks or railroad stations, in colonial mansions or French chateaux 
that turn out to be gas stations, in Gothic churches that are 
public libraries, and in mausoleums that serve as homes, complete 
dishonesty and escapism. 

Architecture is essentially buildings. These are structures of 
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materials organized in accordance with some plan or purpose. 
Materials are sources of expressiveness. Ferroconcrete, steel, wood, 
brick, stone, and glass have their own physical and expressive 
potentialities. Their possible utilization in buildings is a challenge 
to the architect to bring these potentialities to fruition — to make 
steel look like steel, wood like wood, or glass like glass. Whatever 
their differences, and they arc profound, every "modernist" in 
creative architecture today accepts this basic principle. Architec¬ 
ture must incorporate the qualities of the medium. As J. J. P. Oud 
writes: "A new architecture will offer us the definite values of 
artificial materials, surfaces polished and finished, the scintillation 
of steel and the brilliance of paint, the transparent openness of 
large windows of plate glass.” * 

One must not, of course, make the whole of architecture a 
function of the medium. The kind of building we have depends 
not only upon our use of materials but also upon our general 
purposes and desires that establish the plan or use of the building. 
"Form follows function," Louis Sullivan affirmed; and he meant, 
among other things, that the building and its materials are de¬ 
termined by the purpose of the building. 

Homes, banks, churches, schools, theaters, and libraries are to 
be conceived and built in terms of a philosophy of man in relation 
to his environment. It is because of this principle and not because 
of the principle of the integrity of the medium that there is so 
much disagreement in modem architecture, even among the advo¬ 
cates of "modernism.” All creative modems in architecture since 
Sullivan agree that materials are sacred and that the building is a 
realization of material in relation to use; their disagreement is 
on the nature of man and the general meaning of human ex¬ 
perience. 

In so far as there is polarity in the aesthetics of modem archi¬ 
tecture, one can discern as the two extremes concerning this 
purposive aspect the socalled functionalists and the organicists. 
The functionalists, led by Le Corbusier, who conceive of man as 
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essentially in conflict with the raw materials of nature and who 
extol the transformations of these raw materials into highly con¬ 
trived, artificial environments, wish to make of man an ordered 
being and, consequently, interpret his central architectural struc¬ 
ture, the home, as "a machine for living in.” * 

The organicists, led by F. L. Wright, regard man as an out¬ 
growth of nature, as a creature who is continuous with, not in 
opposition to, nature, as being organically tied to her. They wish 
to create an architecture that is the unfolding of man's immediate 
environment in relation to his needs, his dreams, his fantasies, 
in short, his complete self. The function of architecture is not to 
rationalize or to order the life of man but to realize his total per¬ 
sonality. For Le Corbusier it is man who must adjust to the de¬ 
mands of architecture, whereas for Wright it is architecture that 
must become the organic expansion of man. It is, once again, the 
old conflict between the classic and the romantic. 

But let us repeat: Throughout this conflict, both of these 
architects, their followcn, and those great figures, like Gropius 
and Mies von der Rohe, who represent neither extreme, arc in 
complete accord on the basic principle that the architect create 
with a sense of the integrity of his medium and its materials. 

Purism and Sculpture 

Modem sculpture is a further example of the importance of the 
medium in art. The contemporary sculptor Henry Moore has 
stated most clearly the intimate relation between creative sculp¬ 
ture and the medium: 

Every material has its own individual qualities. It is only 
when the sculptor works direct, when there is an active rela¬ 
tionship with his material, that the material can take its part 
in the shaping of an idea. Stone, for example, is hard and con¬ 
centrated and should not be falsified to look like soft flesh — it 
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should not be forced beyond its constructive build to a point of 

weakness. It should keep its hard tense stonincss. 4 

In Moore’s own work, there is remarkable preoccupation with 
the intrinsic physical and expressive qualities of wood, stone, 
bronze, copper, and marble. With some few exceptions, his work 
is the full exploitation of the plastic qualities of these materials 
and their attendant expressive effects. Literary values and psycho¬ 
logical pose, so important in realistic and romantic sculpture, 
and even in the work of Rodin and Maillol, two early modems, 
are completely rejected. The function of sculpture is to exhibit 
the spatiality, mass, colors, texture, and tension of basic materials, 
irrespective of the subject elements. This is the basic conviction 
not only of Moore but also of Brancusi, Arcliipenko, Zadkine, 
Lachaisc, and Lehmbruck, all of whom are among the creative 
forces of modem sculpture. 

Purism and Drama 

In the drama we encounter much difficult}' in trying to under¬ 
stand its peculiar medium. There is little unanimity in the aesthet¬ 
ics of the drama. One theory interprets the medium as psychic 
action and development; another, as essentially theater or staging. 

It is curious that in the drama there is no one in the modem 
period whose role is analogous to Cezanne's or even a Pissarro’s 
in painting! Dramatic theory and writing are still in the main 
a function of Aristotelian habits of thought. It is tire case that 
technological inventions, especially lighting, have led to revolu¬ 
tionary theories of the drama but, with certain exceptions, in 
German Expressionistic drama, for instance, these have never been 
realized. Those who do maintain that drama is more than psychic 
action with staging serving as an accessory, but total staging, 
which includes, in an integrated manner, acting, lighting, directing, 
psychic and physical action, are either unrecognized or else 
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crushed by a host of hostile theatrical enterprises. One need only 
survey the American theatrical scene during the last decade to 
realize the total artistic as well as aesthetic decadence of the 
drama. Not only has there been no experimcntalism with non- 
Aristotelian modes but the plays of the traditional stamp have 
been of an inordinately undistinguished character. I do not think 
it would be an exaggeration to say that the drama is at present 
the most conservative of the arts, and especially in its aesthetic, 
theoretical development. 

Purism and the Motion Picture 

The motion picture, like the drama, is an ill-defined art today. 
But part of the explanation is the relatively shifting and experi¬ 
mental character of tire motion picture as compared with the 
drama. 

Tire problem of the nature of the medium of the motion 
picture is extremely difficult, mainly because there has been so 
little discussion of it in the writings on the motion picture. 
Eisenstein has advanced a theory to the effect that the motion 
picture is essentially montage, that is, the simultaneous presenta¬ 
tion of different areas of action.® But this scans too narrow a 
view and cannot even explain his own recent productions, Alex¬ 
ander Nevsky and Ivan the Terrible. 

E. Panofsky has come closer to the truth, I think, in his claim 
that the art of the motion picture "can be defined as dynamisation 
of space and, accordingly, serialization of time.'' ® Although 
there is little clarification of these categories in Panofsky's dis¬ 
cussion, one can gather from his examples that he considers the 
essence of the motion picture to consist in its fluidity; this view 
breaks down old distinctions of time and space. 

It is in line with Panofsky’s thinking that I should like to 
suggest, by way of hypothesis, that the medium of the motion 
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picture is essentially the external projection on a screen of the 
visual and physical mobility that is afforded by the camera and 
its film. This is the uniqueness of the motion picture: that it can 
show physical, fluid action of all sorts with a speed that no other 
art can achieve. 

Some practicing theorists of the motion picture, especially Maya 
Dcrcn and Jean Cocteau, have suggested that its medium, its 
physical, visual mobility, is self-sufficient in that the total art of 
the motion picture ought to be the realization of this mobility. 
This thesis may be disputed. In Deren’s work, the exploitation of 
mobility becomes interesting only when it assumes certain rhyth¬ 
mic effects; and when this occurs, the picture becomes an imita¬ 
tion of the dance, and no longer an unique art, which is what 
Dcrcn wishes it to be. In Cocteau, especially in his The Blood of 
a Poet, the medium is used mainly as a way of stopping time 
(the beginning and the end of the picture, the falling of the 
tower, can be interpreted only as the same event) and encompass¬ 
ing the montage of the unconscious. In the work of both, the 
purity of the medium is violated by an overload of Freudian 
symbolism. Symbolism, of course, is not bad in itself, but it is 
certainly not an intrinsic part of physical or visual mobility. It 
may be integrated with this mobility but when it is, the medium 
becomes one element among others in the total motion picture. 

No one, so far as I know, has succeeded in creating an "absolute 
film," that is, one in which only its uniqueness is expressively 
realized. Perhaps someone will achieve it, but thus far, at any rate, 
the medium remains an ancillary art, playing a role in the motion 
picture analogous to that of acting or lighting in opera. 

To what is the medium ancillary? To dramatic action, I think: 
to story, plot, character. As one looks at our motion pictures, 
good and bad, this generalization seems to obtain. In preparation 
for the writing of this chapter, I saw a number of motion pictures 
in New York during the 1946-47 season. There were many 
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splendid ones, mostly foreign. In fact, one could assert quite truly 
that the only good drama in New York during the year was to 
be found in the small movie houses that show foreign films. 

Noel Coward's Brief Encounter was accepted universally as an 
excellent motion picture. It is essentially a dramatized short story 
concerning a married woman and a married man who fall in love, 
quite by accident, and who together realize, with a fine sense of 
maturity, the hopeless character of their love. Hie whole plot 
and character development is a kind of poetry of middle age and 
the middle class. Coward, the producer of the picture as well as its 
author, employs both music and camera in the picture not as 
ends in themselves but always as a means of focusing upon and 
intensifying every scene and dramatic situation. The railroad 
scenes are especially noteworthy in the way in which the camera 
augments the drama by calling attention to the pathetic transiency 
of the relationship of the lovers. Physical mobility throughout is 
rendered subordinate to the psychic development of the characters. 

Most of the pictures were similar to Brief Encounter in their 
utilization of the medium as one clement among others and not 
even as the most important one. This was the case even with 
the above-mentioned Eiscnstein motion pictures. Unlike the earlier 
The Ten Days That Shook the World, where Eisenstein works 
completely with montage — "ideological montage,” he calls it — 
in which ideas are communicated by means of various series of 
flashes that comprise different political meanings, his Alexander 
Nevsky and Ivan the Terrible emphasize individual psychological 
action or dramatic scenes, in which both montage and mobility 
arc secondary considerations. 

Besides these pictures there were a number of brilliant ones 
that were no more than transplanted (i.e., filmed) stage dramas. 
Both Open City and The Well-Digger's Daughter, two of the 
finest pictures of the year, arc really conceived in terms of the 
stage. They arc tightly knit and well enclosed in their action, 
with almost complete emphasis upon dialogue and psychic con- 
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flict. They reach their climaxes not through any physical mobility 
but in certain physically static scenes. This is especially true of 
Open City, in which the picture reaches its artistic height in the 
scene in which Fascist torturers, underground leader, and priest 
participate. The Fascists are slowly torturing the underground 
leader to death. The partisan priest is called upon to watch this 
brutal execution. The Fascist leader sneen at the priest that this 
is the price of silence and insurrection; to which the priest replies 
with a thunderous curse upon the Fascist followed by his painful 
recognition that he cannot act in such a manner as a servant of 
God. This whole torment of the Christian who wishes also to 
become a full human animal, who realizes the desperate character 
of man as the beast, occurs with no important physical action 
or mobility. But in its power as psychic, dramatic action, it is 
superb. Both of these motion pictures, then, as well as the others 
already mentioned and many more that could be mentioned, point 
up a curious and striking paradox of the contemporary motion 
picture. As an art, it seems to realize its greatest achievements 
when it concentrates upon dramatic elements and employs the 
medium only as a means of intensifying these elements. 

Purism and the Dance 

Finally, in the modem dance there has been similar recognition 
of the central role of the medium. As is the case in modem 
architecture, the modern dance arose as a protest against a long 
period of imitationalism and omamentalism. The classical ballet, 
with its adherence to a rigid code of regulations and its hiding of 
the intrinsic qualities of the body, which it accomplished mainly 
through the tarlatan skirt and the emphasis upon the decorative 
skills of the dancer's feet, was the chief irritant. 

Isadora Duncan was the first exponent of the modem dance. 
Her overwhelming desire was to liberate the human body from the 
trammels of the traditional ballet. Her work proclaimed the body 
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as a powerful source of expressive communication. But, para¬ 
doxically enough, her revolutionary aims led only to a neoclassi- 

cism founded upon Greek ideals. 

The real revolution began in 1914 with two other dancers, 
Mary Wkman and Rudolf von Laban. With absolute conviction, 
the>- affirmed the ability of the human body, either alone or in 
groups, to serve as the total medium and source of expressiveness 
of the dance. They conceived the dance in completely abstract 
terms of spatial shape and line, temporal rhythms and mass.- 
Story, character development, psychological narration, even music 
(at first), were rejected as inimical to the dance as pure art. For 
gesture, the)- substituted dynamic body movement; for the hiding 
or disguising of the body, they offered the exhibition of the quality 
of weight; and in place of the long melodic lines of ‘he classical 
ballet, they insisted upon massive, broken chords. With keen 
understanding, they conceived of the dance as the abstract inter¬ 
pretation of the salient qualities of the tempo of modern life. 
Strength, gravity, nervousness, tautness, movement, dynamism, 
were all explored and communicated. "The dance dared once more 
to be of the present, of the workaday world, of the earth. The 
earth was no longer a thing to Bee from, to be touched on tiptoe 
only, but ‘the earth from whence wc came’ was newly found. 

Following Wigman and von Laban, there have been many 
brilliant dancers, all of whom have shared the basic conviction 
of the self-sufficient, all-inclusive character of tire bodily medium 
of the dance. Martha Graham has been one of these. 

Today Martha Graham is generally regarded as the greatest 
living "modem" dancer. And yet, speaking only for myself, I 
find in her recent work a tendency to abandon her early purism in 
favor of symbolism, narration, d&»r, and lately, poetic recitation, 
as dance accompaniments. All of these she now accepts as legiti¬ 
mate constituents of the dance. Especially in her "Letter to the 
World," "Dark Meadow” and "Night Journey," there is a rejec- 
tion of the basic abstractionist ideal of the modem dance. For 


THE ARTS: THE MEDIUM 131 

good or for bad, Martha Graham and in bet most of the 
"modems,” at least those who are dancing in America, have re¬ 
pudiated the aesthetics of purism and have returned to an 
enlarged conception of the dance. 

Evaluation and Rejection of Purism 

This concludes our brief survey of the role of the medium in 
modem art. Our initial purpose has been to comprehend the 
nature of the medium and the actual artistic success the aesthetics 
of purism has attained. And, if one is objective about the matter, 
one must admit the enormous success of the doctrine of purism 
in actual artistic production. In painting, sculpture, music, the 
dance, and architecture there has been great devotion in creation 
to the purist ideal in the modem period. It is only in the arts of 
the motion picture and literature that the purist aesthetics has 
met with only limited success or no success at all. 

But now let us turn to an evaluation of the theory. The funda¬ 
mental issue that .is raised by purism is a normative one: what 
ought and what ought not each of the arts to do? Purists say that 
the arts ought to do what they can do best, what renders them 
unique, what grows out of the nature of their different media. 
Thus, purists reject narration and psychological representation in 
painting because they identify these with literature, and conse¬ 
quently regard their inclusion in painting as a violation of the 
medium of painting. They reject poetic recitation in the dance 
because the dance, they are convinced, should communicate only 
the values of body movements and not poetic meanings. And 
they repudiate program music because they interpret it as an 
infringement upon the art of literature. 

The question now arises, why should the arts specify the limits 
of their communication in this way? Why ought each art to do 
only what it can do best; what renders it unique; what constitutes 
the realization of the potentialities of the medium? 
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In the whole of the discussions concerning the medium and 
the attempt to render art a function of it, then: is to be found 
no reply to this question. There is much conviction tiiat purism is 
an absolute in aesthetics but no real philosophical ,ustification 

of it as an aesthetic principle. 

Although there is no systematic justification of punsm there 
are excellent arguments against it. Ducassc’s is the best of these 
objections. Purism, he maintains, is committed to an erroneous 
doctrine of artistic language in that it holds that what is said in 
one medium can be said in another. This is not true ^cause 
languages of the different media are not intertranslatable. That 
is to say, the narration in a painting is a different kind of narration 
from the narration in a literary work. One cannot say in one 
medium what can be said better in another. Rather one cannot 
say it at all in another medium for it becomes quite a new thing. 

I should like to offer another criticism, which has been implied 
already in previous chapters, that simply points out that pumm 
is as arbitrary a general aesthetic doctrine as the specific view that 
painting should exclude subject representation. A fundaments 
objection to the purist aesthetics is that it limits the range o 
artistic communication unnecessarily by demanding that each art 
do only what it can do best and what renders it different from the 
other arts. The important thing in art is not that the medium 
be kept pure but that the constituents of art work together 
successfully. In place of purism, that is to say, wc offer the organic 
theory. There is nothing categorically artistically bad about the 
mixture of the various media. If subjects can be successfully 
integrated with plastic elements in painting, and wc have seen 
how this is accomplished mainly through the integration of ex¬ 
pressive qualities, there is no reason to rule out any kind of artis¬ 
tic fusions. If the expressive qualities of poetic recitation and 
meanings can be successfully related to music (and surely no one 
can doubt that this has been done, in the Bach B Minor Mass, 
to give only one example of which there arc many), 10 then by 
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all means, let us encourage these unions. It is expansion, not con¬ 
traction, that should be the aesthetic ideal. There are objections 
to mixed media but these should not be rooted in their supposed 
“hybrid" character; rather they reduce to the same objection that 
applies to unmixed media, namely, lack of integration among the 
constituents. Martha Graham’s "Letter to the World,” for ex¬ 
ample, is intrinsically bad not because it is a mixture of poetry 
and dance but because the dance, no longer regarded as the 
primary thing, becomes completely subordinate to the poetry 
and, in effect, functions as a mimicking of its meanings. 
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ART. LANGUAGE AND TRUTH 


The "Emotive-Referential" Dispute: Literature and Truth Claims 

In contemporary aesthetic inquiry there is a good deal of dis¬ 
cussion about the linguistic character of art. Morris, Langer, 
Cassirer, Richards, Burke, Blackmur, Panofsky, Ducassc, Freud, 
and others have dealt extensively with this aspect of art. Parker 
has pointed out that, historically speaking, this is a rather new 
approach. Two other basic interpretations of art preceded this 
linguistic one, the dominant view of our era. First was the doctrine 
that art is essentially imitation, either of the universal features 
of reality, including human experience, or of the beautiful in 
nature. This doctrine, whose hegemony lasted some two thousand 
years and which was known as classicism, was unable to explain 
much of art, especially fantastic art; consequently, it was succeeded 
by the romantic theory, according to which art is essentially 
imagination. Further probings into the nature of art, especially 
in the last one hundred years or so, disclosed the social and com¬ 
municative character of art, and led eventually to the contemporary 
view that art is essentially a language. 1 

The organic theory concurs with this prevalent conception of 
art. Because it stresses the expressive dimension of art, that is, 
the fact that all of its constituents may function as icons, indices, 
or symbols to spectators, it accepts the thesis that art is a language. 


ART, LANGUAGE AND TRUTH , 35 

But to affirm that art is a language immediately provokes tire 
query, what kind of language? The most imposing, perhaps even 
the most accepted, view today is that art is an emotive language. 
Ducasse and I. A. Richards are among the champions of this 
view. Ducasse writes: "Art is essentially a form of language - 
namely, the language of feeling, mood, sentiment, and emotional 
attitude. It is thus to be distinguished from the language of 
assertion.” * 

However, it is Richards who has offered the details of the 
emotive theory. According to him (and C. K. Ogden), at least 
in The Meaning of Meaning, which constitutes the prolegomenon 
to Richards’ later work, language has many functions. It symbol¬ 
izes thought, expresses attitudes of the speaker, evokes attitudes 
in the listener, and promotes certain effects. But these can be 
sharply divided into two main functions, the symbolic and the 
emotive. Symbolic language, or the symbolic use of words, is 
the statement, recording, support, and communication of thought, 
whereas emotive language, or the emotive use of words, is the 
evocation, expression, or excitation of feelings and attitudes. 

To illustrate: Suppose I say, "This painting is the work of 
Picasso.” My statement is informative, referential, and true or 
false, depending upon whether or not the painting is Picasso’s. 
But if I say, "This painting is excellent,” then, according to 
Richards, I am not really saying anything about the painting; 
instead I am articulating or expressing my feelings of approval 
toward it, perhaps even in the hope of evoking similar feelings 
in my listeners. 

This distinction between the emotive and the symbolic (refer¬ 
ential) uses of language Richards regards as basic to the distinction 
between art, especially literature, which is his main problem, 
and science. To understand the emotive use of language and to 
use it exclusively is the function of art. Art ought to abandon its 
quest for knowledge and truth, for it is not necessary to know 
what things arc in order to express our feelings toward them.* 
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In its semantical dimension, the emotive theory of Ducassc 
and Richards is the view that art, as a system of signs, does not 
embody propositions or referential assertions, tliat is, truth claims, 
but serves only as the expression or excitation of feelings, emotions 
and attitudes. Carnap has supplemented this view, which is 
essentially positivistic, by affirming the kinship of artistic (also 
metaphysical and ethical) language and certain body gestures. 
I laugh, I cry, I yell, or I stamp my feet. My laughing, crying, 
yelling, or stamping my feet expresses my feelings and attitudes. 
Linguistically, when I perform in these ways, I communicate 
something to my audience; and I may even inspire them to similar 
body activity. But I do not say anything; I state no fact; I make 
no claim. What I do is not true or false, but an expression of 
feeling. So too with art; it is also a form of emotional gesture, 
a kind of stamping of one’s feet or clapping of one's hands, but 
ever so nicely! Thus, the language of art, from literature to music, 
is closer to body gestures than it is to the language of science or 
empirical statements. 4 

This theory raises an extremely important question, one which 
is central to the contemporary doctrine that art is a language. 
Is art merely an emotive language or is it referential and assertive 
as well? Can art embody truth claims? 

Among contemporary aestheticians who liave been engaging in 
debate on this issue, T. M. Greene has offered the most extensive 
defense of the doctrine that art docs embody truth claims, and 
he maintains that all of the arts, not only literature, embody 
"propositional truth.” His theory has been discussed in two recent 
books, by B. C. Heyl and by John Hospers. Both of these critics, 
I think, have succeeded in exposing the inadequacies of Greene’s 
position, so that there would be no point here in entering into 
their particular dispute, especially if one, like myself, does not 
accept the premises of cither side of the dispute.* Instead, we 
shall present a different solution. 

Hospers, in his critique of Greene, comments: "Professor Greene 
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might have sought a way out which in fact he does not, namely, 
to say that works of art are implied assertions (or else that they 
imply assertions).”* 

This "way out” has already been indicated by DeWitt Parker, 
in his formulation of the concept of "depth meaning.’’ 

Many poems and some works of plastic art possess what I 
like to call "depth meanings” — meanings of universal scope un¬ 
derneath relatively concrete meanings or ideas. Thus in the fol¬ 
lowing line of one of Frost’s little poems 
Nothing gold can stay 

the word "gold” has its usual surface meaning, but underneath 
that is its depth meaning, precious; so in addition to saying that 
nothing golden can endure, the poet is saying that nothing 
valuable can abide — a more universal statement. 7 

In my opinion, the introduction of Parker's concept of depth 
meaning offers us a new way of analyzing the problem of truth in 
art. I do not think that it solves the whole problem for us but 
it does seem to solve at least part of it, and in the following way. 
Let us, for the moment, grant the positivistic thesis that literature 
(with the trivial exception of those statements in it that arc about 
historical figures and places, etc.) is primarily emotive. Still, it 
docs not follow that none of it is also referential. For if wc em¬ 
ploy Parker’s concept of depth meaning, we may assert that 
literature is emotive on one linguistic dimension, the surface 
meanings, and referential on the other, the depth meanings. We 
can then point out that the emotive theory possesses an initial 
credibility only because it neglects the entire realm of depth 
meanings in literature by confining itself to the meanings pre¬ 
sented immediately through the printed page. 

As an example of a work in literature that embodies certain 
truth claims through the presence of depth meanings, I will choose 
the recent American novel, Native Son, by Richard Wright.* The 
novel deals with a young Negro, Bigger Thomas, who is without 
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faith in his poverty-stricken, frustrated life. His feelings and atti¬ 
tudes toward life are inchoate except that he deeply resents his 
status as a Negro. His tragedy begins when he accepts a charity 
job as a chauffeur given him by one of the millionaire landlords of 
Chicago’s South Side slums, where Bigger lives. The millionaire 
has a daughter, Mary Dalton, who is having her fling with Com¬ 
munism. Naturally, she becomes interested in Bigger and desires 
to get a glimpse into his way of life. She and her boy friend trick 
him into acting as their guide to the Negro dives of the South 
Side. 

During the course of the evening, Mary gets drunk and, after 
persuading her boy friend to leave her alone with Bigger on her 
way home, she makes advances to him. Bigger is not interested, 
knowing well the penalty that would be meted out to him if he 
accepted her invitation. Instead he takes her home and carries her 
into her bedroom, trying to keep her quiet and put her to sleep. 
Mary’s mother, who is blind, hears the noises of her daughter 
and enters the room. Bigger, terrified at her presence, is forced to 
put a pillow ova Mary’s head, to stop ha mumbling. Mrs. Dalton 
finally leaves and Bigger removes the pillow, only to discover that 
Mary has suffocated. Desperate, Bigger decides to bum his victim 
ratha than try to explain what happened. Tire rest of the story 
concerns the discovery of Bigger's guilt, his escape and second 
murda, then his arrest, trial, and finally his execution. 

So much for the story. As a story it is all that an emotionalist 
could wish for: it is exciting and beautifully written, at a kind of 
white heat that keeps up with the plot. Tire question now arises, 
are there any truth claims in the novel? The answer, according to 
our hypothesis, depends upon the presence and nature of the depth 
meanings. 

The first thing we notice as we read the novel is that it is not 
about an isolated Negro but about all NegTocs and group minori¬ 
ties in America. Bigger Thomas, the subject of the novel, in the 
course of his experiences, epitomizes and embodies the truth claim 
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that individual freedom is still an abortive ideal in America, since 
our social injustices cancel out individual development. 

As contemporary novels go, however, this is a rather trivial 
thematic truth claim, and one might be led to infer from it that 
even if some novels do contain truth claims through their depth 
meanings, they arc trivial and consequently aesthetically insig¬ 
nificant. 

But a careful reading of Wright's novel will, I believe, reveal an¬ 
other depth meaning and truth claim that is far from trivial; in 
fact, it is so poignant that it saves the work from being merely 
another proletarian novel. It is to be found in the final pages of 
the novel where Bigger, having been sentenced to die, is talking 
with his lawyer, Mr. Max. Mr. Max is trying to soothe Bigger. 
He tells him that he will not die in vain, that he will be remem¬ 
bered as another martyr of exploitation. But all of this means 
nothing to Bigger, who is preoccupied with his own fate and his 
own life's meaning. The last paragraphs are especially significant: 

"Mr. Max, you go home. I’m all right . . . Sounds funny, 
Mr. Max, but when I think about what you say I kind of feel 
what I wanted. It makes me feel I was kind of right . . Max 
opened his mouth to say something and Bigger drowned out his 
voice. "I ain’t trying to forgive nobody and I ain’t asking for 
nobody to forgive me. I ain’t going to cry. They wouldn't let 
me live and I killed. Maybe it ain’t fair to kill and I reckon 
I really didn’t want to kill. But when I think of why all the 
killing was, I begin to feel what I wanted, what lam.. .” 

Bigger saw Max back away from him with compressed lips. 
But he felt he had to make Max understand how he saw things 
now. 

"I didn’t want to killl” Bigger shouted. "But what I killed 
for, I <mri It must’ve been pretty deep in me to make me killl 
I must have felt it awful hard to murder . . 

Max lifted his hand to touch Bigger, but did not. 

"No; no; no . . . Bigger, not that . . Max pleaded despair¬ 
ingly. 
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"What I killed for must’ve been good!" Bigger's voice was 
full of frenzied anguish. "It must have been good! When 
a man kills, it's for something ... I didn’t know I was really 
alive in this world until I felt things hard enough to kill for 
’em . . . It’s the truth, Mr. Max. I can say it now, ’cause I’m 
going to die. I know what I’m saying real good and I know how 
it sounds. But I am all right when I look at it that way . . .” 

Max’s eyes were full of terror. Several times his body moved 
nervously, as if he were about to go to Bigger, but he stood 
still. 

Tm all right, Mr. Max. Just go and tell Ma I was all right 
and not to worry none, see? Tell her I was all right and wasn’t 
crying none . . .” 

Max’s eyes were wet Slowly, he extended his hand. Bigger 
shook it. 

"Good-bye, Bigger," he said quietly. 

“Good-bye, Mr. Max.’’ • 

This scene, especially as it is read in its relations to the rest of 
the novel, contains a depth meaning that is a profound truth claim 
concerning the present state of man. Through Bigger, and in this 
speech, especially, Wright is claiming that the only freedom left.to 
man is the freedom to destroy, first others and finally oneself. No 
other novelist or poet lias articulated this idea, so far as I know. 
Nor even has any contemporary sociologist or philosopher. Here, 
then, is an example where the artist not only asserts something 
important (which is true or false) but is the only intellectual to 
have done so. 

It is only when one comes to discern this depth meaning that 
the novel takes on its basic significance. Until it becomes clear that 
Bigger is more than a symbol of exploitation and represents all 
men who struggle to realize themselves in a world full of evil, the 
novel remains a mere adequate proletarian one. But it is this mean¬ 
ing that gives the novel its universality’. The symbol of Bigger, 
the killer of white women, who is modem man in his own tortured 
self-destructiveness, vivifies the whole work and makes of each 
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scene, especially the courtroom scene, something much deeper than 
it could possibly be when the novel is analyzed in terms of the 
other depth meanings alone. The novel rises above the truth claim 
concerning the exploitation of minorities in America to signify 
what Wright regards as the tragedy of modem man, that he can 
attain autonomy only by destruction and eventual self-destruction. 

It is important to point out that the truth claims of literature 
are not always true. Like the troth claims of science, they may be 
false, too. Consequently, when we say that Native Son contains 
truth claims, we do not mean to be asserting that it contains a 
number of truths. It may very well be that the depth meanings of 
Native Son arc all false. But so far as our problem is concerned, 
that would make no difference at all. The important thing is that 
much of literature contains troth claims, hence is as linguistically 
referential as science. 

In fact, I find it incredible that acstheticians who read contem¬ 
porary fiction should support the emotive theory of the language 
of art. A survey of our own American realistic fiction, especially 
the novels of Dos Passos, Hemingway, Faulkner, Steinbeck, and 
Farrell, cannot but reveal the presence of truth claims in the depth 
meanings of their work. The Farrell trilogy, Studs Lonigan, for 
example, contains as its basic depth meaning and troth claim the 
judgment that American life, dominated by bourgeois values, is 
vacuous and spiritually sick to die core. 

What does it mean to say that a work of literature contains a 
depth meaning? That is to say, what is the logical status of a 
depth meaning and artistic troth claim? This is a large question, 
but at least part of the answer, I believe, is the following. 

In some works of literature, where there are these depth mean¬ 
ings which do function as troth claims, there appear black marks 
on paper. These marks serve as signs of concepts or ideas of one 
sort or another to readers; and these ideas, in syntactical juxtaposi¬ 
tion to each other, comprise the sentences and meanings of the 
work. But these arc its surface or printed meanings, and they are, 
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logically speaking, what wc may call, according to the terminology 
of Russell’s theory of logical types, "first-order” meanings. And 
if wc grant the positivist his thesis that art is initially an emotive 
language, wc may refer to these as emotive first-order meanings. 

Now, besides these meanings, these works contain certain depth 
meanings which, logically speaking, are "second-order” in char¬ 
acter. These meanings may be propositional in nature and function 
as truth claims. They are contained in tire work of art even though 
they do not appear in print. To assert that they are contained in 
the work is to say that they are implied by the firstordei meanings, 
where by implication we do not mean Russell’s material or Lewis’s 
strict implication, since neither of these conceives correctly our 
nonmathcmatical, ordinary sense of implication. Part of what is 
meant by implication in the sense in which we arc using it has 
been formulated best by G. E. Moore when he writes, for example, 
"There seems to me to be nothing mysterious about this sense of 
'imply,' in which if you assert that you went to the pictures last 
Tuesday, you imply, though you don’t assert, that you believe or 
know that you did.” •• Thus, when we say that a literary work, 
such as Native Son, contains a second-order truth claim, what is 
meant is that some of the printed meanings imply the truth claim 
even though it is not expressed in the sense of appearing in print. 
Truth claims arc second-order, then, because they depend upon and 
cannot exist without the printed first-order meanings. They arc logi¬ 
cal functions of the first-order meanings in the way that “Napoleon 
had all the characteristics of a great general” would be a second- 
order logical function of the first-order sentences, "Napoleon 
had courage,” "Napoleon had cunning," “Napoleon had loyalty," 
etc., were these latter sentences to appear in a book on the printed 
page and the former not to appear in print at all but still be part 
of the total boot 

Alfred Ayer, who supports the positivist position in its general 
orientation, has challenged its interpretation of the language of 
art. He denies that the language of art is emotive. In literature. 
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even in poetry, the sentences are to be construed as linguistically 
referential in character. But, with the trivial exception of references 
to historical events, persons, etc., they are all false. 1 * 

This is an improvement upon the positivist theory of art, I 
think; but it, too, is incorrect, since not all the truth claims or refer¬ 
ential statements of literature are false. There is more reason to 
believe that some of them (for example, that race prejudice in 
America thwarts individual growth) are true than there is for be¬ 
lieving that all of them are false. 

The emotive theory aside, the situation regarding the language 
of literature in relation to truth claims seems to me to include at 
least three different categories. First —and let us use examples 
from poetry throughout for the sake of simplicity, although let it 
be understood that the same analysis is applicable to drama, the 
novel, and the short story — there are many poems that contain 
truth claims as surface sentences, and not necessarily as depth 
meanings. Longfellow's "A Psalm of Life" contains the following 
lines: 

Life is reall Life is earnest! 

And the grave is not its goal; 

Dust thou art, to dust retumest. 

Was not spoken of the soul. 

Not enjoyment, and not sorrow, 

Is our destined end or way; 

But to act, that each tomorrow 
Find us farther than today. 

Whatever we may think of this specimen, and it is pretty bad, 
we cannot deny that it makes a number of truth claims about the 
nature of life directly through the printed sentences of the poem. 

So does this example from Shakespeare: 

Blow, blow, thou winter windl 

Thou art not so unkind 

As man’s ingratitude. 
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Or this one: 

Let me not to the marriage of true minds 
Admit impediments. Love is not love 
Which alters when it alteration finds, 

Or bends with the remover to remove: 

O, nol it is an ever-fix&d mark 

That looks on tempests and is never shaken. 

In both of these the poet is actually stating something that pur¬ 
ports to be as much a revelation of certain aspects of reality 
(namely, the world of human experience) as any statement in 
science. In neither of these examples is it even necessary to para¬ 
phrase the claim since it is made so clearly; and in each case, if we 
wish to do so, or if we regard it as aesthetically relevant to do so, 
we may raise the question of the actual truth or falsity of the 
claim. 

Poetry affords us many, many examples of printed truth claims. 
It is futile to deny it and I think the reason distinguished readers 
of poetry like Richards have denied it is that they did not want 
the truth claims of poetTy to enter into our evaluation of the 
poetry. But wc must keep our problems separate. Out immediate 
problem is whether or not poetry is able to embody truth claims. 
The examples given show that some poems, good and bad, do 
embody these claims, and within the surface-printed sentences. In 
no way does it follow from the presence of these truth claims that 
they constitute the most important element in poetry; or that they 
are the whole of any poetic communication; or even that they are 
important or aesthetically relevant at all. All of these are quite 
different considerations. In fact, there are at least four different 
questions to keep straight, and we arc at present dealing only 
with the first. These questions are: (1) does some or all art embody 
truth claims? (a) ought any art to embody truth claims? (3) docs 
the presence of truth claims make a difference to our appreciation 
of those works that have them? (4) ought the presence of truth 
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claims to make a difference in our appreciation of those works that 
contain them? If critics and aesthcticians had kept these questions 
distinct, we might have avoided a great deal of unnecessary debate 
during the last twenty-five years. 

We shall discuss the last three questions in our next chapter. 
Let us now continue with the first and the enumeration of the 
categories of the language of poetTy. Poetry can embody tmth 
claims within the printed sentences; this is the first category. It can 
also embody truth claims as depth meanings. Tire truth claim of 
"Prufrock," namely, that there are two kinds of life and two kinds 
of death, is never stated as a printed sentence anywhere in the 
entire poem; yet it is part of the total poem as surely as the con- 
notative overtones of coffee spoons are within the poem, even 
though they arc never printed either. 

Another example of a poem that contains a truth claim pre¬ 
sented as a depth meaning is Yeats’s "A Dccp-Swom Vow”: 

Others because you did not keep 

That deep-sworn vow have been friends of mine; 

Yet always when I look death in the face. 

When I clamber to the heights of sleep, 

Or when I grow excited with wine. 

Suddenly I meet your face. 

This is an extremely poignant communication, full of passion 
and paradox. Among its constituents is the depth meaning, not 
printed but present nevertheless, that one cannot erase the mem¬ 
ory of true love; this constituent functions as a truth claim about 
the content of human experience. 

One could with no difficulty at all list hundreds of examples of 
poetic communications in which depth meanings embody truth 
claims that serve as artistic commentaries on human experience by 
the poet. I conclude, therefore, that the emotive theory is simply 
false in its assertion that no art contains referential meanings. 

The only dement of tmth in the emotive theory, at least so 
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far as literature is concerned, lies in the third of our classifications. 
There are many poems in which there are no printed or implied 
truth claims, but instead articulations of wishes or commands or 
expressions of attitudes. 

In Longfellow's "A Psalm of Life,” we have the following com¬ 
bination of a wish and a command: 

In the world's broad field of battle. 

In the bivouac of Life, 

Be not like dumb, driven cattle! 

Be a hero in the strife! 

Trust no Future, howe’er pleasantr 
Let the dead Past bury its dead! 

Act, — act in the living Present! 

Heart within, and God o'erheadl 

In Elizabeth Banett Browning’s "How Do I Love Thee," we 
have a pure expression of an attitude — of love — toward some ob¬ 
ject—the beloved: 

How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. 

I love thee to the depth and breadth and height 
My soul can reach, when feeling out of sight 
For the ends of Being and ideal Grace. 

I love thee to the level of everyday's 
Most quiet need, by sun and candle-light. 

I love thee freely, as men strive for Right; 

I love thee purely, as they turn from Praise. 

I love thee with the passion put to use 

In my old griefs, and with my childhood's faith. 

I love thee with a love I seemed to lose 

With my lost saints, — I love thee with the breath. 

Smiles, tears, of all my life! —and, if Cod choose, 

I shall but love thee better after death. 

Finally, consider E. E. Cummings's "Portrait,” in which the poet 
expresses his cavalier, flippant attitude toward death, and in which 
there is no truth claim stated or implied: 
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Buffalo Bill's 
defunct 

who used to 
ride a watersmooth-silver 

stallion 

and break onetwothreefourfive pigeonsjustlikethat 

Jesus 

he was a handsome man 

and what i want to know is 
how do you like your bluceyed boy 
Mister Death* 

Painting and Tmth Claims 

So much for the emotive theory and the problem of artistic truth 
as it applies to literature. What can we say of painting and 
truth? Can paintings make truth claims? 

Erwin Panofsky, one of the leading exponents of the iconological 
approach to painting, has written about painting in such a way as 
to leave no doubt that he believes it docs contain certain tmth 
claims or propositional assertions about the world. In his famous 
essay, "Et in Arcadia Ego," which is a model of the sort of analysis 
he engages in as an iconologist, Panofsky is concerned with the 
Death theme in Watteau and Poussin. Here arc a number of quo¬ 
tations from this essay: 

(1) (He says of Poussin’s painting, "Et in Arcadia Ego”:] 
The transformation of a mere memento mori into the revelation 
of a metaphysical principle which connects the present and the 
future with the past and overthrows the limits of individuality, 
means that 'Life' is conceived as transitory yet blessed with in¬ 
destructible beauty and felicity; on the other hand, 'Death' is 
seen as a preserver as well as a destroyer. From this emerges the 
magnificent conception of a cyclical succession which sub- 

• From Collected Poems, published by Harcourt, Brace and Company, 
copyright. 19a), by E. E. Cummings. 
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ordinates the existence of individuals to the inexorable laws of 
cosmic principles, both natural and moral, endowing every stage 
of this existence, however transitory, with a substantial value 

of its own. 12 , 

(a) (In summary of Poussin's art:] Thus Poussin s conception 
of life as a condition free though fatebound, dignified though 
pathetic, imperishable though variable, transpires even in a 
composition which seems to be nothing but the offshoot of a 
rather conventional allegorical tradition. 12 

(3) Watteau's Fites Champttres, too, may be called alle¬ 
gories of transience; however, they neither visualize the anni¬ 
hilation of the past, nor the persistence of ideal forms outlasting 
the destruction of matter. They depict the fading away of 
reality as such. Existence itself seems to be subject to transience; 
past, present, and future fuse into a phantasmagoric realm in 
which the border-line between illusion and reality, dream and 
wakefulness, nature and art, mirth and melancholy, love and 
loneliness, life and the continuous process of dying, are thor¬ 
oughly obliterated. 14 

It is clear, I think, from the above quotations, that Panofsky 
believes that paintings embody not only single truth claims but 
even systems of them as they become basic Weltanschauungen. 
It may be that Panofsky is too grandiloquent in his reflections 
upon the truth claims of paintings; but there seems to be some 
sense in which these truth claims can be made in painting. The 
problem for aesthetics, which curiously enough is similar to Kant's 
problem of justifying science, is to show how these truth claims 
are possible. 

In order to do this, I am convinced, wc must give up the positiv¬ 
istic version of the distinction between emotive and referential 
language. Perhaps the whole distinction should be repudiated, but 
I should not like to commit myself on this point. 

There arc certain kinds of activity that the positivists have tra¬ 
ditionally classified as pure emoting but that upon analysis can be 
seen to embody referential propositional assertions about the world 
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that arc true or false in the way in which ordinary empirical judg¬ 
ments are. Consider as an example the Christian ritualistic act of 
kneeling in prayer. Now, according to the positivist view, this act 
is pure emoting, the expression of feelings and attitudes, and an 
act which, linguistically, may enter into communication, but only 
in the sense of inducing similar feelings and attitudes (or perhaps 
even opposing ones) in the spectators around the worshiper. And, 
most importantly, the positivist maintains, there is nothing in the 
act that asserts anything or constitutes a truth claim. 

That kneeling in prayCT is the expression of a feeling or attitude, 
or that it can induce others to act, need not be denied; but that 
it is pure emoting, completely nonassertive and nonreferential in 
character can be denied. Kneeling in praycT in a Christian ritualistic 
context includes also a referential propositional assertion or truth 
claim about the world. Specifically, the act itself includes, as one 
of its constituents, the assertion or claim that there is a God Who 
is worthy of human respect. Instead of affirming the proposition, 
"That God exists and is worthy of our respect," in ordinary verbal 
ways (i.e., in English, French, German, etc.), the worshiper ges¬ 
tures it as part of his total act of kneeling in prayer. His action is 
the medium of conveying the asserted proposition; and the asscr- 
tional part of the action may be construed as a truth claim about 
the existence and nature of God. It will not do to say that the 
whole action is true or false, just as one cannot say that the usual 
method of speaking, which is after all an act, too, is true or false. 
It is only one aspect of the act, namely, the asserted proposition, 
spoken or gestured as the case may be, that is true or false. 1 * 

I should like to propose that in paintings where there arc 
truth claims they are presented in ways that resemble the truth 
claims offered in certain ritualistic acts like kneeling in prayer in 
a Christian society. Painting can make certain truth claims mainly 
through its constituents of the symbol, the subject, or both work¬ 
ing in relation to the plastic expressive elements. 

Consider, to begin with, one of Hobbema’s landscapes in which, 
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it is said, there is being asserted that nature is the conflict between 
the old and the new. Is this a valid conception of the capacities of 
painting? I think that it is. In Hobbema, it is the subject and its 
traditional transparently symbolic associations that embody the 
truth claim. The subject of the landscape is usually the represen¬ 
tation of old, decaying trees being contrasted with the representa¬ 
tion of young, powerful-looking, new trees. We interpret this 
subject as a sign of certain objects and concepts; these concepts 
have certain traditionally associated meanings; these meanings 
comprise the assertional propositional claim that nature is the 
struggle between the old and the new, the decaying and the living. 

In the “Resurrection," by Piero della Francesca, there is present, 
as one of the constituents, the tmth claim that man is in ignorance 
and darkness whereas Cod is in Truth and Light. Without raising 
any question about the whole problem of verifying such a claim, 
which would constitute a problem even in the prose statement of 
such a claim, we may say that the picture contains this truth 
claim through the very simple device of flooding the representa¬ 
tions of Christ and the sky with tremendous light, and leaving 
the representation of man on the earth in relative shadow and 
darkness. All of these elements, with their transparently symbolic 
associations, add up to the assertional truth claim. 

In the “Guernica,” by Picasso, there is being asserted, among 
other things, that the victory of Fascism is the brutal destruction 
of everything. The painting asserts this through the bull, who 
symbolizes Fascism and who is relatively intact, and the other 
subjects — the soldier, the horse, the women, the children, and the 
houses — which arc tom to pieces. All of these elements serve as 
a collective sign of the assertional proposition or truth claim re¬ 
garding the nature of Fascism. One need only look at the painting 
to sec that the artist is not wondering about the destructive char¬ 
acter of Fascism, or denying it, or wishing it, or supposing it, but 
asserting it. The whole force of the painting leaves no doubt about 
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the asscrtional character of the proposition, "That Fascism means 
the brutal destruction of everything.” 

Finally, one may say of Picasso's "Man with an All-Day 
Sucker” that it contains as one of its elements the truth claim that 
Fascism is the return to the infantile. This claim is made through 
the representation of a brutal-looking soldier (who is a transparent 
symbol of the Fascist), who is holding a sucker in the shape of a 
spear. The fact that the adult soldier is holding the weapon enables 
us to interpret the picture as claiming that Fascism is the return to 
the infantile, that is, the stage in which we lick all-day suckers. 

Music and Truth Claims 

So much for the arts of literature and painting as they relate to 
the problem of referential language or truth claims. Our primary 
aim lias been to offer a refutation of the extravagant views of the 
emotive theory. We have no desire to demonstrate that all art em¬ 
bodies tiuth claims; in fact, in our discussion of poetry, wc pre¬ 
sented certain examples of poetry in which no truth claims were 
made. Stated in its positive form, our thesis has been that in some 
of the arts, especially in literature and painting, among the many 
elements there are to be found, cither directly or indirectly, either 
stated or gestured, certain asserted propositions which arc true or 
false. The extent of these truth claims in the arts is still an open 
question, and an invitation to further aesthetic analysis. The whole 
problem of truth claims in music, for example, needs a tremendous 
overhauling along the lines we have suggested or perhaps along 
other lines made possible by the continuing growth of the dis¬ 
cipline of semiotic. The present writer, unfortunately, has doubts 
about the linguistic capacities of music. That music is a language 
in the sense of a system of signs that has meaning to listeners, 
wc have already shown; but that music is a language in the sense 
of a system of signs that contains propositions in the ways that 
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literature or painting do, we do not feel ready to accept. The 
position of J. W. N. Sullivan, in his book, Beethoven: His Spirit¬ 
ual Development, to the effect that music can embody a phi¬ 
losophy and that Beethoven’s music does, while it is attractive and 
one would like to believe it, is open to serious criticisms of the 
sort mentioned already in our previous discussions of extreme 
heteronomy in music. The most I am prepared to say, and this 
very tentatively, is that some music does contain musical ana¬ 
logues of assertions or truth claims. Consider, for example, Bee¬ 
thoven's last quartet, Opus 135. Many critics, even the composer 
himself, find in it the assertion that life is good or that affirmation 
of life is the answer to doubt. Perhaps this is too much to find in 
the music, but what one does find is the sequence of musical doubt 
and affirmation. The fourth and final movement begins slowly 
and is characterised in this beginning section by irresolution and 
hesitation within the musical sounds; this is followed by an al¬ 
legro section in which all the musical doubt and irresolution give 
way to musical materials that are completely affirmative in their 
expressive character. Now, if we accept musical hesitation and 
affirmation as transparent symbols, we may say that this fourth 
movement embodies the contrast between doubt and affirmation, 
in which the latter comes after the former, as a kind of reply to 
it. But this is a musical reply, and the whole movement is at most 
an analogue of the claim that in life affirmation is the answer to 
doubt. 


9 

THE APPRECIATION OF ART 


Introduction 

In our previous chapters our primary concern has been the nature 
of the art object in the aesthetic experience. We may now tum 
to the examination of artistic appreciation, which constitutes an¬ 
other central problem in aesthetic inquiry. 

We shall not attempt to deal with all of the many theories of 
art appreciation. Instead we shall discuss a few characteristic ones 
in order to discern their different emphases or exaggerations, and 
also to justify, finally, the view that art appreciation ought to be a 
form of contemplation. 

Throughout our discussion we shall employ the concepts of 
descriptive and normative, as applied to appreciation. By a descrip¬ 
tive theory we shall mean one that describes the way or ways in 
which people as spectators do respond to works of art; and by a 
normative theory, one that tells us the way in which spectators 
ought to respond to works of art. Some of the views that we shall 
examine do not draw this distinction and consequently remain 
confused mixtures of the descriptive and normative approaches to 
artistic appreciation. 
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Make-Believe and the Problem of "Poetic Belief' 

Let us begin our analysis with the doctrine that the appreciation 
of art is a form of make-believe. This is a descriptive theory, al¬ 
though its advocates do not declare themselves on this matter. The 
theory has been shared by play theorists like Lange and Groos and 
voluntarists like ParkeT. 

The play theory, which purports to be a psychological one, has 
stressed the kinship of art appreciation and ordinary play in respect 
to a number of characteristics. Both are pleasurable activities, non- 
practical, conscious, voluntary; they arc also the satisfactions of 
basic biological needs. Furthermore — and this is its central doc¬ 
trine — all artistic activity is a species of the genus illusion games 
or play. Two sorts of games or play are recognised, illusion and 
nonillusion. Artistic activity is akin to illusion play, it is "an en¬ 
hanced and refined illusion play adapted to the need of the 
adult.” 1 The essence of artistic activity and illusion play is the 
presence of conscious self-deception or make-believe. Illusion 
games, like impersonations, cops and robbers, playing with dolls, 
and the sailing of toy boats, involve players who imagine them¬ 
selves to be that which the) 1 know they are not. It is as if they 
were what they are not. All artistic activity, including appreciation, 
involves this attitude of make-believe and the acceptance of the 
imaginative and the fictional as if they were true or real. 

Parker has also placed great emphasis upon this as-if character 
in art appreciation. It is not for him the whole of appreciation 
but it is central since artistic activity is basically imaginative and 
the essence of the imaginative is this make-believe character* 

In our appreciation of art, then, according to this theory, our 
cognitive attitude is one of make-believe and not of belief or dis¬ 
belief. 

Let us now evaluate this theory as it applies to our appreciation 
of an art, namely, literature, where these attitudes of belief and 
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disbelief do seem to have some bearing. Specifically, let us return 
to "Prufrock.” 

Now, our normal attitude, that is, our usual cognitive response 
to "Prufrock,'’ I suppose, is something like this. We distinguish 
between the characters, events, and themes. We do not believe 
that the character, Prufrock, is real or was real or that the things 
he did were actual events. But we do not make believe about them 
either. Rather wc "suspend our disbelief’ (Coleridge). That is to 
say, wc regard it as irrelevant to our appreciation that these things 
were or are actual. Our usual attitude, then, is disbelief and the 
willing suspension of it. But this is not equivalent to make-believe. 

Further, we do believe that, although Prufrock is not real, there 
arc people like him; that he is iconically representative of them; 
that he is like the "you and I” of "Prufrock.” We do believe that 
some people, including ourselves perhaps, have had experiences 
similar to Prufrock’s — of questioning, vacillating, doubting, and 
self-chastising. It is important to us in our appreciation that wc 
believe that Prufrock's experiences are like ours in many ways. 

So far as the theme of “Prufiock” is concerned, our normal atti¬ 
tude is to accept or reject it. We have a tendency to take themes 
as cither true or false, depending upon our nonartistic convictions 
in these matters. And we are influenced by our acceptance or re¬ 
jection in our appreciation. Normally, then, belief and disbelief, 
not make-believe, are the dominant cognitive attitudes in poetic 
appreciation. 

This usual, normal attitude has been challenged by the make- 
believe theory but more seriously, I think, by the New Criticism 
represented by Richards, Eliot, and Clcanth Brooks. 

Eliot has remarked that Richards “deserves the credit of having 
done the pioneer work in the problem of Belief in the enjoyment 
of poetry.” * In The Meaning of Meaning, as we have seen, Rich¬ 
ards construes the language of poeriy as emotive. As such, it does 
not contain referential statements, assertions, or truth claims. And 
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without these, the cognitive attitudes of belief, disbelief, or make- 
believe arc simply inappropriate since there is nothing — no state¬ 
ment — to believe or disbelieve or about which to make believe 
(that is, accept as if it were true). The appreciation of poetry in¬ 
volves none of these cognitive attitudes. 

Poetry, Richards holds, contains the articulation of emotional 
attitudes. This is its great contribution. In all of his later writings 
Richards argues that poetry functions to organize our attitudes 
and value judgments, and that this organization of attitudes can 
be appreciated without any cognitive acceptance, rejection, or 
make-believe. In Practical Criticism, Principles of Literary Criti¬ 
cism and Science and Poetry, a new conception of poetry is offered, 
the essence of which is rooted in tire repudiation of the "revela¬ 
tion” theory of poetry. A poem, it is stated, is not a truth claim 
or theme embroidered by metrics and metaphor. "It is never what 
a poem says which matters, but what it is.” * And what a poem is, 
is the emotive articulation of the organization of attitudes and 
experiences. Poetry, when it is comprehended in this manner, it is 
affirmed, should not be read with any concern for belief, disbelief, 
or make-believe. These attitudes should never arise, for they are 
not the proper ones to have toward poetry. 

The question of belief or disbelief never arises when wc are 
reading well. If unfortunately it does arise, cither through the 
poet's fault ot our own, we have for the moment ceased to be 
readers and have become astronomers, theologians, or moralists 
. . . persons engaged in a quite different type of activity* 

The appreciation of poetry, then, is reading well, which is under¬ 
standing the total poem, what it is, that is, comprehending the 
working out of all its various constituents. 

Eliot, unlike Richards, has vacillated on this problem of "poetic 
belief." In his first discussion of the problem, contained in the 
appendix to his essay "Dante,” he writes: 

We must assume that the reader can obtain the full "literary” 
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or (if you will) "aesthetic” enjoyment without sharing the 
beliefs of the author. If there is "literature," if there is "poetry," 
then it must be possible to have full literary or poetic apprecia¬ 
tion without sharing the beliefs of the poet . . . 

I deny, in short, that the reader must share the beliefs of 
the poet in order to enjoy the poetry fully. 

If you deny the theory that full poetic appreciation is possible 
without belief in what the poet believed, you deny the existence 
of "poetry” as well as "criticism”; and if you push this denial 
to its conclusion, you will be forced to admit that there is very 
little poetry that you can appreciate, and that your appreciation 
of it will be a function of your philosophy or theology or some¬ 
thing else ... 

Actually, one probably has more pleasure in the poetry when 
one shares the beliefs of the poet. On the other hand there is a 
distinct pleasure in enjoying poetry as poetry when one does not 
share the beliefs, analogous to the pleasure of "mastering" other 
men’s philosophical systems. It would appear tliat “literary 
appreciation" is an abstraction, and pure poetry a phantom; and 
that both in creation and enjoyment much always enters which 
is, from the point of view of "Art,” irrelevant* 

In his essay “Shelley and Keats," however, Eliot shifts his 
position. It is Shelley's “ideas" that disturb him because he Ends 
them adolescent and repellent "Some of Shelley's views I posi¬ 
tively dislike, and that hampers my enjoyment of the poems in 
which they occur, and others seem to me so puerile that I cannot 
enjoy the poems in which they occur.” T 

Toward the end of this essay, Eliot tries to resolve the inconsist¬ 
ency between the "Dante” view and this one: 

When the doctrine, theory, belief, or “view of life” presented 
in a poem is one which the mind of the reader can accept as 
coherent, mature, and founded on the facts of experience, it 
interposes no obstacle to the reader’s enjoyment, whether it be 
one that he accept or deny, approve or deprecate. Wren it is 
one which the reader rejects as childish or feeble, it may, for a 
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reader of well-developed mind, set up an almost complete 
check.* 

Eliot’s view, then, is a form of the "ripeness-h-all" doctrine. 
That is to say, his is the view that it ought not to be of any con¬ 
cern to the reader what the thematic material of a poem is so 
long as it is developed in a mature, honest, and true way. This 
version of the problem lias been given its blest formulation by 
Cleanth Brooks, in his brilliant book. The Well Wrought Um. 

The whole problem of poetic truth and belief. Brooks insists, 
arises in the acceptance of the "heresy of paraphrase," that is, the 
doctrine that what a poem communicates is something much 
less than the total poem. This heresy is rooted in the aesthetics 
that distinguishes between form and content as the how and the 
what of a poem, in the formulation of a poem as a statement em¬ 
broidered by metaphor, and in the rejection of the organic theory 
of art. 

No statement, Brooks continues, can be abstracted from a poem 
and be said to be what the poem is communicating. The poem is 
communicating all that it b. If we consider any poem and try to 
state wliat it communicates, we come to see that qualifications 
and reservations occur until we gradually perceive that the entire 
communication is the total poem in all of its complexity. 

A poem b a "pattern of resolved stresses,” a drama or an action 
instead of a statement, that b, a complex of attitudes which b 
unfolded through paradox, wit, and irony.* 

The reader b not asked to accept the ideas of the poem but to 
apprehend them. This b what Richards should have meant by 
reading well, Brooks asserts. In reading well, we ought to ignore 
our convictions about the world in order to appreciate the unfold¬ 
ing in poetic, dramatic terms of the poet's version of the com¬ 
plexity of human experience. 

Eliot’s difficulty with Shelley can also be rephrased; it is not 
that Eliot disagrees with Shelley’s ideas, Brooks points out, but 
that he objects to Shelley’s not coming to complex terms with 
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them. 10 Eliot should have said that Shelley is an immature poet 
because he simplifies attitudes. 

Poetry, to sum up Brooks’s position, docs not state ideas but 
tests them: "A poem ... is to be judged, not by the truth or 
falsity as such, of the idea which it incorporates, but rather by its 
character as drama — by its coherence, sensitivity, depth, richness, 
and tough-mindedness." 11 

The attempt to solve the problem of poetic belief by Brooks is 
a noble effort, but it has not succeeded. For, in the first place, even 
if we grant that a poem is a total communication, we must still 
recognize that the truth claim is one constituent of the poem. It 
will not do to say with Brooks that the claim or statement exists 
only outside of the poem as part of its ’’scaffolding,” since, as we 
have seen in our discussion of the “Prufrock” theme and in our 
analysis of the depth meanings of Native Son, for example, the 
claim is part of the total poem as a work of art, existing within it. 

If the claim or theme is an integral constituent of the poem, the 
problem of belief inevitably arises as the problem of our proper 
attitude toward this one constituent. That is to say, we must 
always ask, what ought our attitude to be toward the truth claims 
of poetry? 

This objection applies to Richards, too. It is not what a poem 
says but what it is that matters, Richards states. But this assumes 
that what a poem is is completely unrelated to what it says, and 
this is an unwarranted assumption since, to repeat, part of what a 
poem is, is what it says, where "says" is synonymous with “state¬ 
ment" or "truth claim.” 

Secondly — and I should like to stress this criticism rather than 
the first — suppose we agree with Brooks that a poem is a com¬ 
plexity of attitudes; yet we may still ask why what he, following 
Richards, calls the inclusive rendering of this complexity is better 
than the exclusive? Why, for example, is Donne better than 
Shelley, for Brooks? The answer is quite clear. Brooks prefers the 
inclusive, the nonsimplification of attitudes, because he believes 
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it to be a truer conception of human experience than the exclusive 
or sentimental simplification of attitudes. He prefers Donne to 
Shelley because he believes that Donne has come to grips with 
his material in a maturer, richer, more profound, and less senti¬ 
mental way than Shelley, because he believes that Donne's phi¬ 
losophy of human experience, with its understanding of the many 
complexities of experience, is much more in accord with the facts 
of the human scene than is the philosophy of Shelley. In a word: 
Brooks prefers Donne to Shelley because he believes that Donne’s 
total poetic communication is truer than Shelley's. 

The real contribution of the "New Criticism," then, has not 
been the solution of the problem of poetic belief but rather the 
formulation of it in relation to a more organic conception of poetry 
than that provided by the previous "revelation" theories. It lias not 
been able to show that the problem arises only when we accept the 
heresy of paraphrase since, as we have tried to show in our critique 
of Brooks, it also arises when we conceive of poetry as an organic 
complex of constituents. 

A new analysis is needed. Let us begin with the fundamental 
contribution of the "New Criticism,” that a poem is an organic 
complex of constituents, including the theme. Toward these 
constituents, but especially the theme, when it functions as a 
truth claim, there are at least four cognitive attitudes tliat one 
can assume: indifference or unconcern, make-believe, acceptance 
or belief, and rejection or disbelief. 

The attitude of indifference is implied by the aesthetics of 
Richards. Throughout his writings, Richards recognizes that it is 
possible to interpret poetry as embodying truth claims, but he 
warns against it because he thinks that such an interpretation leads 
to the nonacsthetic scientific, moralistic, or philosophical readings 
of poetry. Consequently, his thesis that poetry is an emotive 
language could be construed as a recommendation that we regard 
it as such. I do not think Richards is at all clear whether poetry 
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cannot be referential (embody truth claims) or ought not to be so. 

We have already shown that poetry can be referential. Let us 
now consider whether it ought to be so. Richards suggests that 
poetry ought not to make truth claims because our appreciation 
will be perverted from an aesthetic to a nonacsthetic one. But 
if this is his fear, wc can assuage it by offering a counterrecommcn- 
dation that will present any such aesthetic perversion: we ought 
not to allow the truth or falsity of any poetic claim to entcT into 
our appreciation of the poem if wc wish to understand poetry on 
its own terms and not treat it as science or philosophy. 

There is a subtler reason, however, than this avowed one, which 
Richards has never stated, that has inspired his twin doctrines that 
pocriy ought not to make truth claims and that true aesthetic 
appreciation ought to be indifferent to them if certain poems do in¬ 
clude them. This reason is, I think, the underlying assumption 
of Richards's whole aesthetic: truth claims ought to be the prov¬ 
ince of science and not of poetry (or art), since science is able to 
make them in a much better way tlian poetry. It is because 
Richards believes this and accepts it as his fundamental premise 
that he argues tliat poetry ought not to make truth claims or that 
true appreciation of poetry ought not to be concerned with troth 
claims when they are present. 

It is this ultimate assumption that can be challenged because it 
is false. Art, especially literature, is capable of embodying many 
truth claims about the world, mainly about the complexities and 
nuances of human experiences, which the sciences do not make or 
have not made. Literature, with its capacity for communicating the 
succulent character of man's emotional Existenz, can say certain 
things about the nature of man that the sciences, which are after 
all concerned with the formulation of causal generalizations, arc 
not interested in saying. No psychologist, for example, has made 
the claims about human motivation in the richly concrete and 
complex way that a Proust or a Dostoevski has made them. Even 
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Freud recognized this. Nor has any social philosopher exposed the 
sicknesses of American society in the encompassing way that our 
American realistic novelists have done. 

It is true that science can say certain things about the world. 
It can tell us about the facts. It can give us knowledge. But litera¬ 
ture can also say certain tilings about the world, mainly the human 
world. It, too, can offer us information but, as Plato pointed out 
long ago, it can give us more, a reconstruction and an evaluation 
of the facts; which leads us from knowledge to wisdom. Wisdom, 
that is, the evaluation of the human scene, is more than emotive; 
it involves also certain truth claims about the nature of life and 
experience. There is none of this wisdom in science. There used 
to be some in philosophy but not any more. It is only in the arts, 
and especially literature, that we can find it today. 

Some of the arts embody truth claims. It is as arbitrary of 
Richards to recommend that we ignore these, which his attitude 
of indifference calls for, as it is of Fry to recommend that we dis¬ 
regard the element of color in painting. Whatever other requi¬ 
sites a theory of appreciation must satisfy, it must be a theory that 
comes to terms with the total character of the art object. The 
truth claims of poefry demand that we take up some attitude 
toward them. Indifference, in Richards’s sense of ignoring them, 
simply will not do. 

'riiis brings us to the cognitive attitude of make-believe. We 
have already seen that this is a false theory when it is regarded 
descriptively as an empirical generalization. Normatively, the 
theory is the recommendation that we treat the truth claims of 
poetry as if they were true, even though we know they arc false. 

The difficulty with this recommendation is that it assumes that 
all poetic assertions are really false, that poetry contains only 
falsehoods and refers only to unrealities, which the reader accepts 
as if they were true or real for the sake of the aesthetic experience. 
But this is not always the case since much of poetry does embody 
true truth claims or, at any rate, certain truth claims which some 
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readers accept as true and not as if they were true. The make- 
believe theory has no explanation of the attitude of these readers 
nor do its advocates try in any way to justify their recommendation 
to these readers. 

We come, then, to the third attitude, that of disbelief, which is 
practiced by two distinct groups of readers. According to the 
first, we do and ought to appreciate a poem less the more wc 
disbelieve the theme or claim that it embodies. Extremists of this 
view assert that wc ought to reject the entire poem if wc dis¬ 
believe the fundamental claim of the poem. Thus, in the case of 
"Prufrock,” this group would say, if wc do not believe that there 
arc two kinds of life, etc., then wc ought to reject the whole 
poem as a work of art. Readers of the "nugget” or “revelation” 
variety, and in the case of "PrufTock” these would consist mainly 
of atheists, might be members of this sort. 

To this group wc may say by way of critique that even though 
people do respond to poetry in this manner, they ought not to do 
so because they arc responding to only one clement of the poem, 
the theme, to the neglect of all the others. In effect, they arc con¬ 
verting poetry completely into scientific statement. The supporters 
of the “revelation” theory, whatever faith they live by, because 
they evaluate poetry either primarily or completely in terms of its 
truth claims, arc unconsciously concerned with only one tiling, to 
destroy poetry as quickly as possible and to reduce it to that which 
they can evaluate as they do scientific statements, strictly on the 
basis of its truth or falsity. 

There is a more sophisticated, normative version of disbelief. 
Here we reject the claim and refuse to accept it as if it were true; 
but we suspend our disbelief, not in the seme of being indifferent 
or of ignoring the claim, but rather in the sense of regarding it 
with tolerance as an alternative world view or philosophical 
hypothesis. 

Our appreciation, if wc adopt this attitude, is of a false claim, 
or one that we consider to be false, as it relates to the other con- 
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stituents of the poem. Reading well, on this view, means appre¬ 
hending the working out of aU the constituents in their functional 
relationships while disbelieving one of them, the theme; but refus¬ 
ing to allow the disbelief to nuke any difference to our apprecia¬ 
tion on the grounds tlut in art counterclaims (those that we re¬ 
ject) arc as legitimate as accepted claims. This attitude, in sum, 
is akin to Eliot’s "mastering of other men's systems.” 

Finally, there is the cognitive attitude of belief. This also has 
a naive and a mature version. The naive reader who supports the 
attitude of belief —for example, the Anglican who reads "Pru- 
frock" and evaluates it favorably because he takes the religious 
doctrines to be orthodox — offers the same sort of argument and 
suffers from the same sort of inadequacies as his fellow disbe¬ 
lievers. The mature believer, on the other hand, is the reader who 
believes the basic thematic claim but refuses to allow his belief 
to enter into his evaluation of the poem. The attitude of mature 
belief recommends that we apprehend the theme as one element 
in a work of art and comprehend its working out in relation to the 
other elements. Believe in truth claims, it prescribes, for we can¬ 
not help but do so, but do not allow belief to control appreciation 
since truth claims are not the central factor of art. 

If we follow this recommendation, we will reply to the query, 
what difference ought mature belief or disbelief to make in our 
appreciation of poetTy and art? that either ought to make no 
difference. The two attitudes are equal. The true appreciator — 
the well-wrought reader — ought to treat rejected albeit tolerated 
themes or truth claims as favorably as he does those he accepts. 

In appreciation we cannot help but believe or disbelieve; but, if 
we desire to distinguish between our attitudes toward science and 
art, we ought not to allow our cognitive attitude to enter into ap¬ 
preciation. Science (or philosophy) docs not treat what it rejects 
as tolerantly as what it accepts; and when it does, we say it is 
assuming an aesthetic attitude, that is, not allowing its beliefs to 
enter into its evaluations. 
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How can wc justify our recommendation? We can do so nega¬ 
tively, by pointing out that its repudiation entails the giving up of 
art and the conversion of it into something quite different, and 
positively, by appealing to the liberating function of the aesthetic 
experience as the one activity in which human beings can come 
to apprehend all of the many possibilities for human experience. 
Reading well, whether it involves reading what we accept or what 
wc reject, is reading with an eye for these possibilities and the 
liberating effects they offer to us. 

Voluntarism: Freud's Theory 

The next theory of art appreciation that wc shall examine is 
voluntarism. The basic thesis of voluntarism, which is a descrip¬ 
tive and not a normative one, is that the appreciation of art is 
essentially the satisfaction of our desires. The two outstanding 
representatives of this view are Freud and Parker. 

Freud, whose great contributions to psychology no longer require 
cither apology or exposition, wrote a number of books and essays 
on artistic activity, among them Leonardo da Vinci: A Psycho- 
sexual Study of an Infantile Reminiscence. Unfortunately, Freud 
was interested here more in the confirmation of his psychoanalytic 
theories than in the exploration of the artistic process. Paradoxi¬ 
cally, however, he did offer certain systematic reflections upon art 
in his technical treatises on psychoanalysis, especially in Chapter 
23 of A General Introduction to Psycho-Analysis. 13 

The whole of artistic activity or the aesthetic experience, Freud 
maintains, is rooted in the unconscious of man. The creation of 
art is the satisfaction of sexual desires that the artist cannot satisfy 
or realize in normal ways. The art object is the embodiment of the 
artist's satisfactions. And the appreciation of art is the satisfaction 
of the frustrated sexual desires of the spectator. Like the artist, 
the spectator obtains an imaginative fulfillment of his infantile, 
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tasics into acceptable works of art by creating narcissistically 
satisfying images of reality in which certain aesthetic principles 
adorn his articulated sexual desires. The spectator, in his appre¬ 
ciation, obtains satisfactions of his own frustrated sexual desires 
but in ways that are completely acceptable to the moral demands 
of his superego. 

Many criticisms have been made of the Freudian aesthetics. It 
has been rejected on psychological as well as normative grounds. 
Parker, who borrows heavily from Freud, has severely criticized 
Freud's limited psychology of the artistic process. Artistic activity, 
Parker claims, is satisfaction of desires, but not only of frustrated 
desires. It is also the satisfaction of the overabundance of desires. 
Secondly, it is not confined to the satisfaction of sexual but of all 
desires. 

The Freudians, of course, repudiate these charges. All desires 
are fundamentally sexual, they reply; and all overabundance of de¬ 
sire is discharge of basic sexual desire or the attempt to compensate 
for previous frustration. 

It is difficult indeed to decide this dispute either way. On intro¬ 
spective grounds, it seems that Parker is right and that Freud's 
views arc exaggerated. Tire Freudians can always reply, however, 
that if we search deeply enough, with the aid of a psychoanalyst, 
we will come to see that all desires are sexual and that all artistic 
activity is the result of frustration and not the overabundance 
of desire. In arguing this way, however, the Freudians transform 
their views from empirical statements which arc confirmable or 
confutable according to the facts to mere stipulatory definitions 
that can never be confuted since any evidence that is offered as 
confuting is evaluated as confirming instead by interpreting it in 
terms of the further probing of the unconscious. By not offering 
any criteria whereby we could distinguish a sexual from a non- 
sexual desire, they really conceive their statement that all desires 
arc sexual as a tautological one and no longer as an empirical one 
at all. 
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The second objection is that it is too romantic an aesthetic 
theory in its conception of the artist as a person quite apart from 
ordinary beings, for it separates him too much from his fellow 
oaftsmen. Many great artists, among them the anonymous build¬ 
ers of the medieval cathedrals, were as nonncurotic in their lives 
as our contemporary carpenters and house painters, who are aftCT 
all the successors of the medieval craftsmen. Historically, the artist 
as sculptor has much more in common with the modem craftsman 
as carpenter than he Iras with the frustrated Bohemian that Freud 
regards as the typical artist. Roger Fry has made this criticism of 
Freud most pointedly. To be sure. Fry admits, there are artists 
who are Bohemian neurotics but they are mostly second-raters. 
The great artists, or at least many of them, are those who have 
withdrawn from the dream and have created an art "which is pre¬ 
eminently objective and disinterested, and which therefore pro¬ 
ceeds in the opposite direction from the other kind of art [the 
wish-fulfillment kind]." u 

The most important objection that has been leveled against the 
Freudian aesthetics is that it cannot explain the difference between 
good and bad art since it has no concern at all with critical mat¬ 
ters. Its interest is completely in the genesis and effects of artistic 
activity. This criticism is relevant to the problem of appreciation 
in that no aesthetics can be considered adequate that does not 
furnish at least some criteria for the practical criticism of works of 
art. Thus far the Freudian aesthetics Iras shown no interest in the 
formulation of these criteria. 

Voluntarism: Parker’s Theory 

Parker agrees with Freud that artistic activity is akin to the dream, 
and that the dream itself is dominated by desire. The imagination, 
Parker claims, is also dominated by desire. The imagination exists 
for a purpose, to satisfy desires. ParkeT recognizes two ways of 
satisfying desires, the real way, which is characterized by the ap- 
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propriation of some object from the environment on the part of 
the person seeking real satisfaction, and the imaginative way, in 
which desires are satisfied wholly within the person seeking satis¬ 
faction, with no relation to the environment. The second mode of 
satisfaction is as genuine as the first since it makes us content 

Thus, Parker's theory of artistic activity as imaginative satisfac¬ 
tion has two parts tliat bring together the play theory and the 
Freudian. Art induces us to make believe; and make-believe (im¬ 
agining) satisfies our desires. So far as appreciation is concerned, 
the spectator of the work of art satisfies all sorts of desires, sexual 
and nonsexual, conscious and unconscious; and these desires arc 
satisfied in the imaginative mode of experience. 

Parker’s severest critic is Ducasse, who tries to refute him on 
factual, not normative, grounds. 14 Parker is incorrect in thinking 
that there are two ways of satisfying desires, the imaginative and 
the real. There is but one way, Ducasse insists — getting what you 
want. This getting may cither occur or it may be imagined to 
occur. We must therefore distinguish carefully between satisfying 
a desire in the imagination, that is, in a make-believe experience; 
and tire imaginative satisfaction of a desire, that is, making believe 
that a desire is satisfied. Making believe that a desire is satisfied 
is no satisfaction, Ducasse asserts; and, consequently, Parker’s 
theory, which depends on the experience of make-believe as being 
a genuine satisfaction, is false. 

Unfortunately, Parker has never replied to this objection in 
print, so it is difficult to know how he would answer it. The issue 
is, of course, a factual one and solvable only by an appeal to the 
facts of psychology. Now, if we examine the findings of psychology, 
incomplete as they are, but as they are derived from the auto¬ 
biographies and biographies of artists and the reports of our and 
other people's experiences with art, it docs seem that Parker is 
correct in maintaining that, at least in a great many cases, the 
imaginative satisfaction of desire, that is, the experience of making 
believe a desire is satisfied, is a genuine satisfaction. It docs seem 
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to be true that many people, including spectators of art, get a real 
satisfaction from making believe that some desire or other is being 
satisfied. 

The real quarrel with Parker, at least so far as I am concerned, 
is not on this issue but rather has to do with his doctrine that 
the imaginative satisfaction of desire is somehow a substitute 
satisfaction of a specific desire. In both Freud and Parker, there is 
this tacit assumption that there arc various modes of satisfying 
the same desire. Consider our desire for fame. Both Freud and 
Parker claim that if one cannot obtain satisfaction of this desire 
in the usual manner of winning public approval, then one can 
satisfy that same desire through a make-believe experience, cither 
in the dream, in fantasy, or in art 

I think that this empirical hypothesis can be seriously disputed. 
It is true that this imaginative experience docs involve satisfactions 
of some sort, or we would not seek it; but it docs not satisfy our 
specific desire for public approval. That is to say, it is not a sub¬ 
stitute satisfaction of our desire for fame, but rathcT a genuine 
satisfaction of a different desire, rooted in our psychological being. 

There arc substitute satisfactions, but I wonder if these do not 
characterize our youth and adolescence, those periods when we 
are willing to tolerate substitutes because we feel, with our vision 
toward the future, that the real satisfaction will come? But no 
youth really feels, I am almost certain, that these substitutes arc 
anything more than substitutes. 

As we grow older and become more mature, we begin to lose 
faith in substitutes altogether. In fact, I wonder if when, as adults, 
we arc presented with a substitute, it does not tend to intensify 
our original desire and aggravate our feelings of attendant frustra¬ 
tion rather than to satisfy it? A mature person who wishes fame 
and success and who indulges himself in make-believe experiences 
in which he takes it as if he were a great man, will satisfy some 
desire — perhaps the mere desire for reverie — but I doubt whether 
he will satisfy his desire to be a great man. In fact, if he continues 
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in his make-believe experience, he will probably become tcmbly 
frustrated, irritated, and eventually quite disgusted with himself. 
His total experience may even act as an incentive to do something 
with himself so that he can realize his desire for fame. 

The basic truth, then, of the voluntaristic theory of artistic 
activity, including appreciation, is not that in our experience with 
art we satisfy desires we cannot satisfy in other ways, but that wc 
satisfy desires, for example, the desire for imaginative experiences, 
in real ways. The aesthetic experience, in other words, is not a 
form of sublimation. It is as real and direct a form of satisfaction 
of desire as our satisfying our sexual desire in the experience of 
sexual intercourse. 

Emotionalism.' Tolstoy’s Theory 

We come now to the emotionalist theory of appreciation. This is, 

I suppose, the most widely accepted theory today. One of its most 
influential advocates is Tolstoy, whose views we shall now exam- 

ine. . . 

Tolstoy is a complete emotionalist in aesthetic theory. Accord¬ 
ing to him, the whole of the aesthetic experience from the artist 
to the spectator is emotional indulgence. More specifically, the 
aesthetic experience is evocatively emotional in character in that 
the artist communicates his emotions to the spectator in the at¬ 
tempt to induce him to share in his emotions. Tolstoy’s theory 
is epitomized by two statements in his essay, W hat Is Art? 

To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced and 
having evoked it in oneself then by means of movements, lines, 
colours, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit 
that feeling that others experience the same feeling — this is the 
activity of art. 

Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man con¬ 
sciously by means of certain external signs, hands on to others 
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feelings he has lived through, and that others are infected by 

these feelings and also experience them. 1 * 

Without the actual transmission of feelings from the artist to 
the spectator, the aesthetic experience is aborted. Artistic com¬ 
munication means actual emotional participation on the part of 
the spectator. To appreciate art is to partake of the emotions 
embodied in the art object by the artist. 

Because of the emotional character of the aesthetic experience, 
Tolstoy regards artistic activity, especially the appreciation of art, 
as a means of uniting human beings in their spiritual progress. 
The artist, like a benevolent virus, infects his audiences — en¬ 
hances their sensibilities, we would say today; and, if this infcc- 
tiousness is of the right sort, his art becomes an instrument for 
civilizing us. 

The right sort of infcctiousness for Tolstoy is the religious- 
humanitarian. Tolstoy recognizes two criteria for great art; the 
formal, which is infectiousness and by virtue of which wc can say 
that the greater the infectiousness, the greater the work of art; 
and the material, which constitutes the humanitarian feelings. The 
more humanitarian the feelings, the greater the art because tire 
more it can civilize its spectators. 1 * 

Tolstoy is thus tire great antagonist of the Kantian aesthetics. 
Like the contemporary instrumentalists, he insists upon the prac¬ 
tical, moral, and active character of art appreciation. Contempla¬ 
tion, disinterestedness, and detachment arc denied altogether. 

It has been frequently pointed out that Tolstoy is his best critic. 
With unrelenting consistency and candor, he reduces his theory 
to absurdity by repudiating almost the entirety of historically 
accepted great art. In place of the great novels of the nineteenth 
century, for example, he puts inanely sentimental stories; and the 
whole of Beethoven is rejected in favor of some heartfelt peasant 
song that was sung to his daughter on her wedding day.” 

There are other, perhaps equally serious, objections to Tolstoy’s 
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theory. Consider, first, his doctrine that artistic activity is a form 
of communication which involves the transmission of feelings in 
such a manner that they are evoked in the spectators. Without 
actual indulgence in what is communicated, there is no communi¬ 
cation. 

This doctrine is false; and to see that it is, let us examine first 
ordinary, nonartistic communication. A speaker is said to com¬ 
municate to a listener if the latter understands him, not necessarily 
if he believes him. Belief is to ordinary communication what emo¬ 
tional indulgence is to artistic communication, an added factor but 
not an essential one. One can appreciate the emotions communi¬ 
cated without indulging in them just as one can understand the 
nonartistic thoughts and ideas communicated without believing 
them. The view that artistic communication entails participation 
in the emotions communicated is as false as tire doctrine that 
ordinary communication entails the acceptance of the assertions 
being communicated. 

Secondly, the whole theory of evocation of emotions or indul¬ 
gence as the true mode of appreciation may be challenged. To 
appreciate art, Tolstoy and so many others in the modern world 
insist, is to be moved by it through an actual participation in 
the same emotions that arc embodied in the art object. But, as 
Fry pointed out in rejecting this version of the emotionalist aes¬ 
thetics, to be moved in this manner is to lose one’s capacity to see 
the whole of the work of art.** For the spectator who indulges in 
the emotions offered him by the artist, the appreciation of any 
sort of complexity in art is psychologically impossible. To share 
fully in Othello’s jealousy, for example, makes it impossible for 
anyone to share in the other emotions of the play, some of which 
are devastatingly critical of jealousy. In so far as Tolstoy's theory 
is descriptive on this point, then, it is false, since not all people 
do appreciate art by indulging in the emotions presented in the 
work of art; and in so far as the theory is normative, its recom- 
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mendation that wc indulge in the emotions of the work of art 
in order to appreciate it ought to be rejected on the grounds that 
in the appreciation of complex works of art, that is, works in whicli 
tremendous ranges of emotions arc presented, it would be psy¬ 
chologically impossible to indulge in them, even if such a pro¬ 
cedure were worthwhile. Wc have said before that the ultimate 
criterion of any adequate aesthetics, including the theory of appre¬ 
ciation, is that it encompass the totality of the art object. Any 
theory that recommends that we appreciate only certain aspects of 
the work of art is by virtue of that recommendation inadequate. 

Finally, one may take issue with Tolstoy’s normative doctrine 
that art ought to communicate only humanitarian feelings. It is 
important to understand why Tolstoy makes such a proposal. He 
does so partly, I think, because of his theory of appreciation as 
evocation of emotions. Like Plato, Tolstoy regards man as a "think¬ 
ing reed," blowing every which way with every new idea or emo¬ 
tion, and in need of protection from the bad ones. Both of these 
aestheticians are convinced that art should contain no evil because 
the presentation of it leads inexorably, they think, to the promo¬ 
tion of it. 

On Tolstoy’s view, the communication of a great deal of human 
experience is ruled out. The whole realm of the demonic (the 
sadistic, immoral, unconventional, sordid, etc.) is rejected and art 
is thereby limited in its range of expression. 

If for no other reason than this one, of the limitations imposed 
on art, wc ought to repudiate Tolstoy’s acstlietics. The best way to 
do this and to preserve the validity of the demonic in artistic com¬ 
munication is to reject Tolstoy’s recommendation that wc indulge 
in the emotions contained in the art object. By offering a non- 
indulgent theory of appreciation, foT example, a contemplative 
one, we shall impose no limitations upon the kinds of emotions 
and values the artist can communicate; and we shall make possible 
our total appreciation of them. 
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Emotionalism: Him'* Theory 

Another relatively contemporary emotionalist theory, which de¬ 
rives from Aristotle’s doctrine of catharsis, is that of Him. For 
him, artistic creation and appreciation function as purgations of 
emotions which result in the attainment of serenity. Art becomes 
the reliever, the assuagement of the psychic life of man. 

Artistic creation begins in the intense emotional experiences of 
the artist. Seeking relief, die artist creates a work of art; and be¬ 
cause in the process of creation, he externalizes his emotional 
pressures, he rids himself of them. He puts them in a box, so to 
speak, where he can look at them objectively and calmly Creation 
is tlius like looking fear in the face and cunng ourselves of .t 
through that act. 

In fact, Him refers to art creation as a cure. 1 Goethe^ for exam 
pie, at one stage of his life, was terribly depressed. Seeking relief, 
he wrote The Sorrow* of W erther, in which he °b,ect«ficd Ins 
feelings. This process of purgation, in which the artist clarified as 
well as objectified his feelings, offered Goethe a sense of inner 
tranquillity and thereby cured him of his emotional afflictions. 

The role of the spectator for Hirn is similar to that of the ere- 
ator. He, too, is troubled by emotional pressures of one sort or 
another. Among the various modes of relief is the artetsc one «n 
which the spectator allows the work of art to infect hun ^th the 
emotions embodied within it. But instead of indulging directly in 
these emotions, the spectator employs the infection as a means of 
getting rid of them. Like the artist, he looks at them in all of their 
objectivity and clarity; and this act of seeing them as «ist.ng.rv 
dependency of himself in an external art ob)cct brings him peace 
and serenity. He, too, is calmed and cured. , . , 

Him’s is an interesting but quite limited theory. It is completely 
descriptive and, as such, can be criticized wholly on psychological 
grounds. Its chief difficulty is its extreme rationalism. Him s basic 
psychological belief is that we assuage the pressures of the emo- 
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tional life by displacing and objectifying them, that we cure our¬ 
selves by looking at our problems. But this is too simple. Consider, 
for example, the emotion of fear, as it characterizes a child enter¬ 
ing a dark room, let us say. Can the child be cured by letting him 
enter the room and see for himself that there is nothing in it to 
fear? Older psychologists reasoned so, but, if our contemporary 
views arc correct, it is not the looking of fear in the face that 
cures him but the fact that the child is accompanied by the parent 
(or someone else close to him) who he sea is without fear when 
they enter the room and with whom he identifies. The child is 
cured, if he is, because of the fact that someone else whom he 
adores and depends upon has faced up to the situation without 
fear. It is difficult to explain just what the psychology of cure is as 
it pertains to our emotional life, but, whatever the explanation 
may be, Him’s theory is much too outmoded in its rationalism. 

His theory of artistic creation and appreciation is also inade¬ 
quate. It is hue, I suppose, that some, perhaps a great deal, of 
artistic activity does involve assuagement of our emotions (al¬ 
though this doa not occur generally through any process of dis¬ 
placement); but there is a tremendous amount of art activity that 
is not characterized by this sort of release at all. Him’s theory is 
too romantic, too Srirrm und Drang. 

The basic insight of Him’s aesthetics, as it applies to appreci¬ 
ation, is that in our appreciation of art we do not usually regard 
the object of our appreciation as a real-life situation and conse¬ 
quently do not react to it with turbulent emotions. Artistic appre¬ 
ciation does involve assuagement but it is owing to the fact that 
we arc engaging in a contemplative experience, and not to any 
purgation that we may be undergoing. 

Contemplation; Ducasse's Theory 

There arc more variants of the emotionalist doctrine of appreci¬ 
ation, the most famous bang that of empathy. But they are all 
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essentially descriptive in their import, and each of them can be 
shown to be inadequate on psychological grounds. There is suffi¬ 
cient evidence to refute the various claims that appreciation is 
indulgence in the presented emotions, or purgation of emotions, 
or even the projection of emotions (empathy) into an inanimate 
object which thereby becomes a work of art.* 0 Some supporting 
evidence can be found for each of these theories but as much 
contrary evidence is available, as the conflicting theories them¬ 
selves show. In fact, all descriptive theories of appreciation are 
cliaracterized by their inadequacy. There is some limited truth 
in the play theory, the voluntarist theory, and the emotionalist 
theory, if we construe these as generalizations about the ways in 
which people do respond to works of art; but none of them can 
be said to be an established scientific theory in the sense of a 
hypothesis for which there is a good deal of supporting evidence 
and no contrary evidence. One might conclude from this unhappy 
situation that there is no acceptable theory of art appreciation at 
the present time and that there will be none until wc obtain more 
psychological data on the whole subject of appreciation. 

Some aestheticians, however, consider such a conclusion un¬ 
warranted because it is derived partly at least from an unaccept¬ 
able premise, namely, that the problem of appreciation is essen¬ 
tially a descriptive one. It seems to them that this is not the case 
and that the problem is primarily a normative one of how wc 
ought to respond to art. 

The most articulate normative theory in contemporary aesthetics 
is that of contemplation. Among its advocates arc Ducassc, Bui- 
lough, Bell, and Fry. Ducasse begins his discussion of the prob¬ 
lem of appreciation with the normative question, what is the 
proper attitude to take toward the art object? In order to answer 
this, Ducassc insists, wc must first of all understand the nature 
of the art object and then make our theory of appreciation a func¬ 
tion of it. The art object is the embodiment of emotions in a 
sensuous medium. The proper attitude to have toward it »s one 
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that will not misuse it; and the only attitude that does not misuse 
the art object is contemplation. Every other attitude, Ducasse 
states, does not constitute a response to the essential properties of 
the art object. 11 Artistic appreciation as contemplation is 

d "listening” for the feeling impact —for the emotional rever¬ 
berations — of the object attended to. Aesthetic response to a 
color, for example, docs not consist in recognizing or classifying 
it, or in interpreting it as a sign of something or other, but in 
savoring it — just as an ordinary person simply savors the aroma 
of a cigar or the bouquet of a wine . . 

It is the exact analogue, in the language of feeling, of what in 
the language of thought is called reading —that is, of the 
attempt to extract from somebody clsc's words the ideas, 
opinions, or information he expressed in than. 91 

The contemplation of art, then, is the savoring of it. Ducasse 
enumerates certain hindrances to this form of contemplation. 
Among these arc those elements in a work of art that make savor¬ 
ing psychologically difficult or impossible. The inclusion of the 
disgusting, the lustful, the sordid, etc., is a hindrance because our 
reactions to these qualities become so strong as to destroy the 
possibility of savoring. Ugliness or what we have called the realm 
of the demonic discourage aesthetic contemplation since they 
lead to action, not contemplation; therefore art should not pre¬ 
sent them. 24 

However one might evaluate the contemplative theory, it is 
quite obvious, I think, that Ducasse’s is not a true example of it. 
For, in tire first place, it is not the case that savoring in the ap¬ 
preciation of art is analogous to reading of nonartistic prose. 
Savoring, which is a kind of mild indulgence, is akin to prelim¬ 
inary belief, not to mere reading, since when one reads, one need 
not believe, not even a little bit. One need only comprehend to 
read properly. Thus, savoring is to preliminary belief as true artis¬ 
tic contemplation is to reading as comprehension. 



l8o PHILOSOPHY OF THE ARTS 

Secondly, Ducassc interprets contemplation as a mild form of 
emotional indulgence or infection. This rules out any artistic 
communication that tends to destroy this mild form, which, of 
course, constitutes a limitation upon the range of communication 
that the artist may seek. What Ducasse rejects in the doctrine of 
formalism, namely, that it arbitrarily limits the range of expression 
in the arts (to nondramatic entities), he avows in his own theory 
by imposing limits on the kinds of value the arts may communi- 
cate. 

Why should not the artist present the loathsome, the disgust¬ 
ing, the lustful? This is the crucial question. An adequate theory 
of appreciation (as well as creation) must not rule out the ugly 
or the demonic. Instead it must justify the right of the artist to 
present them if he so desires. To deny this principle of the auton¬ 
omy of artistic expression is to destroy the intrinsic character of 
art and to render it subordinate to something else, like a specific 
morality or convention. An aesthetics that is really concerned with 
preserving the integrity of art must allow the arts to express any 
values they wish: the brutal, sadistic, and ugly as well as the pleas¬ 
ant and lovely. And any theory of appreciation which reduces to 
an emotionalist-indulgence view, whether it be Plato's, Tolstoy’s, 
or Ducasse's so-called contemplative one, is inadequate precisely 
because it cannot allow for this fullness of artistic expression. 

Contemplation: Bullough's Theory 

Bullough’s is a more adequate theory of contemplation. His views 
on appreciation arc a mixture of the descriptive and the norma¬ 
tive. Like Bell and Fry, he believes that human beings are charac¬ 
terized by a bipolarity of action and detachment. Our ordinary 
attitude toward our environment is one of concern. Whatever we 
experience we react to in a partial manner and with a sense of 
responsibility for action. Sometimes, however, we truncate these 
usual reactions and instead perceive our environment with ob- 
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jectivity, that is, as not being causally efficacious upon us, as not 
being able to do anything to us physically or emotionally. When¬ 
ever this attitude of detachment occurs, we have attained what 
Bullough calls "psychical distance.” ** 

In the presence of art, it is this attitude of psychic distance that 
prevails. Only he whom we would call a “yokel” ever treats art as 
a real-life situation. Everyone else is able to distinguish art from 
life and to view the former with some detachment. Even Tolstoy's 
ideal spectator, in the midst of his indulgences, views the work 
of art with some psychic distance, although it may be only the 
recognition that the object is not a real-life situation but a work 
of art. It is because of the presence of psychic distance, Bullough 
concludes, that our appreciation is primarily a disinterested, non- 
practical, nonmoral, detached, contemplative experience 

Bullough takes as his central problem the relation of psychic 
distance to emotional indulgence. He recognizes what he regards 
as a psychological fact, that our appreciation of art depends in 
part upon our participation in the emotions presented, which fact 
seems to conflict with that of psychic distance. This "antinomy,” 
as Bullough calls it, can be resolved by means of a norm which 
he recommends as basic to an adequate theory of appreciation 
and which will as a matter of fact, so he thinks, harmonize our 
indulgence in and our detachment from the emotions in the work 
of art: indulgence in the emotions of the work of art is legitimate 
and ought to be engaged in up to the point that psychic distance 
tends to disappear. 

Consider this fact, Bullough proposes. All people are jealous to 
some extent. Because of this, Othello appeals to us, since we iden¬ 
tify with the emotion of jealousy as it is embodied in the play. 
Now, an inordinately jealous person, Bullough insists, cannot 
appreciate Othello because he loses his psychic distance and over¬ 
indulges in the play, which becomes almost his own life situation. 
He cannot experience it with any detachment. But most of us do 
not overindulge in this manner. Rather we combine indulgence 
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and psychic distance; and if wc follow the Bullough maxim, we 
shall never experience any incompatibility between them. Our aes¬ 
thetic maturity will be that of a person who, so to speak, has 
learned to keep his (psychic) distance. 

There are difficulties in Bullough's theory, too. In the first place, 
his conception of contemplation is too narrow. Contemplation of 
the arts involves more than detachment or psychic distance; and 
if wc are to o 5 er a contemplative theory of appreciation, wc must 
present its otheT characteristics as well. 

Secondly, Bullough’s antinomy between emotional indulgence 
and psychic distance and his recommendation that we ought to 
indulge up to the point of the elimination of psychic distance arc 
unnecessary. The basic premise — tliat our appreciation of art de¬ 
pends in part upon our immediate participation in the emotions 
presented — is not true on factual grounds. One can appreciate art 
without this participation, by understanding the emotions (ex¬ 
pressive properties, we call them), as they unfold in relation to 
the other constituents of the work of art. In fact, in our appreci¬ 
ation of any work of art in which there is great emotional com¬ 
plexity, it is not possible, psychologically, to indulge in the 
emotions presented, because to indulge at all would demand our 
seeing the complexity from one or at most a few points of view, 
provided the emotions were not contradictory. To appreciate any 
really emotionally complex work of art, wc must assume a de¬ 
tached, completely spectatorial, point of view, if we wish to sec it 
wholly. An excellent example of this complexity which demands 
complete withdrawal from the indulgence in the emotions pre¬ 
sented in order to appreciate them in their complexity is Bul¬ 
lough’s own, Othello. Consider the third scene of the fourth act: 

Emilia. How goes it now? He looks gentler than he did. 

Desdemona. He says he will return incontinent; 

And hath commanded me to go to bed. 

And bid me to dismiss you. 

Emilia. Dismiss me! 
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Desdemona. It was his bidding; Therefore, good Emilia, 
Give me my nightly wearing, and adieu. 

We must not now displease him. 

Emilia. I would you had never seen him! 

Desdemona. So would not I. My love doth so approve him, 
That even his stubbornness, his checks, his frowns, — 

Prithee, unpin me, — have grace and favour in them. 

Emilia. I have bid those sheets you bade me on the bed. 
Desdemona. All’s one. Cood faith, how foolish arc our minds! 
If I do die before thee, prithee, shroud me 
In one of those same sheets. 

Emilia. Come, come, you talk. 

Desdemona. My mother had a maid call’d Barbary; 

She was in love, and he slie lov’d prov’d mad 
And did forsake heT. She had a song of "Willow"; 

An old thing ’twas, but it express’d her fortune. 

And she died singing it. That song to-night 
Will not go from my mind; I have much to do 
But to go hang my head ail at one side 
And sing it like poor Barbary. Prithee, dispatch. 

Emilia. Shall I go fetch your nightgown? 

Desdemona. No, unpin me here. 

This Lodovico is a proper man. 

Emilia. A very handsome man. 

Desdemona. He speaks well. 

Emilia. I know a lady in Venice would have walk’d barefoot 
to Palestine for a touch of his nether lip. 

Desdemona. [Singing.] 

"The poor soul sat sighing by a sycamore tree. 

Sing all a green willow; 

Her hand on her bosom, her head on her knee. 

Sing willow, willow, willow. 

The fresh streams ran by her and murmur'd her moans; 

Sing willow, willow, willow; 

Her salt tears fell from her, and soft’ned the stones. 

Sing willow, willow, willow;’’ 

Lay by these: — 
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[Singing.] "Willow, willow;” — 

Prithee, hie thee; he'll come anon; — 

[Singing.] "Sing all a green willow must be my garland. 

Let nobody blame him; his scorn I approve,” — 
Nay, that’s not next. — Hark! who is't that knocks? 

Emilia. It’s the wind. 

Desdemona. [Singing.] 

”1 call’d my love false love; but what said he then? 

Sing willow, willow, willow. 

If I court moe women, you’ll couch with moe men.” — 

So, get thee gone; good night. Mine eyes do itch; 

Doth that bode weeping? 

Emilia. Tis neither here nor there. 

Desdemona. I have heard it said so. O, these men, these men! 
Dost thou in conscience think, — tell me, Emilia, — 

That there be women do abuse their husbands 
In such gross kind? 

Emilid. There be some such, no question. 

Desdemona. Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world? 
Emilia. Why, would not you? 

Desdemona. No, by this heavenly light! 

Emilia. Nor I neither by this heavenly light; 

I might do’t as well i’ til’ dark. 

Desdemona. Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world? 
Emilia. The world’s a huge thing; it is a great price for a small 
vice. 

Desdemona. In troth, I think thou wouldst not. 

Emilia. In both, I think I should; and undo’t when I had done. 
Marry, I would not do such a thing for a joint-ring, not for 
measures of lawn, nor for gowns, petticoats, nor caps, nor any 
petty exhibition; but, for all the whole world, —’ud’s pity, 
who would not make her husband a cuckold to make him a mon¬ 
arch? I should venture purgatory for’t. 

Desdemona. Beshrew me, if I would do such a wrong 
For the whole world. 

Emilia. Why, the wrong is but a wrong i’ th’ world; and 
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having the world for your labour, ’tis a wrong in your own 
world, and you might quickly make it right. 

Desdemona. I do not think there is any such woman. 

Emilia. Yes, a dozen; and as many to th' vantage as would 
store the world they play'd for. 

But I do think it is their husbands' faults 
If wives do fall. Say that they slack their duties 
And pour our treasures into foreign laps, 

Or else break out in peevish jealousies, 

Throwing restraint upon us; or say they strike us. 

Or scant our former having in despite; 

Why, we have galb, and though we have some grace, 

Yet have we some revenge. Let husbands know 
Their wives have sense like them; they see, and smell, 

And have their palates both for sweet and sour 
As husbands have. What is it that they do 
When they change us for others? Is it sport? 

I think it is. And doth affection breed it? 

I think it doth. Is’t frailty that thus errs? 

It is so too. And have not we affections. 

Desires for sport, and frailty, as men have? 

Then let them use us well; else let them know, 

The ills we do, their ills instruct us so. 

Desdemona. Good-night, good-night. Heaven me such uses 
send, 

Not to pick bad from bad, but by bad mend! (Exeunt.) 

This is, even with all of its many threads, a relatively simple 
emotional pattern so far as the arts are concerned; and yet its 
complexity is evident: The simultaneous unfolding of the comic 
and the tragic, in which death and adultery arc united through the 
medium of a lowly pun; the dramatic playing off against each 
other of the childlike acquiescence of Desdemona and the sophis¬ 
ticated assertiveness of Emilia; and the reference to Lodovico, 
made in innocence by Desdemona and charged with impending 
disaster because of the earlier references to him in the play. 
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How can we indulge in all of this? It is psychologically impossi¬ 
ble. At most, we can indulge in one of the portrayed emotions, 
Desdemona's pathetic state, let us say. But should we really do so, 
we cannot help but resent the verbal horseplay of the nurse. In 
real life, this resentment would be proper, but in the experience 
of art it is not, since it misses the whole point of this kind of 
activity, that it can transcend the narrow limits of our ordinary 
experiences. It is in this way that the aesthetic experience is richer 
than our ordinary experiences, because it gives us the opportunity 
to sec life as a kind of whole, in which we are not called upon to 
choose sides and look at it from our chosen side. 

It is only the person who docs not participate in the emotions 
exhibited in this scene but who remains detached from them and 
watches them unfold in all of their humanly devastating com¬ 
plexity and relates them to the language, the metrics, the allusions, 
and the other scenes of the play, who really appreciates the play- 
in all its manifold fullness. Art can demand nothing less than this 
total apprehension. 

Contemplation: Defense of the Theory of Bell and Fry 

During the present chapter wc have been dealing with a number 
of theories in an attempt to clarify the differences between the 
descriptive and the normative approaches to appreciation and, if 
possible, to arrive at a more adequate theory of our own. Through¬ 
out our discussion, there has emerged one doctrine above all others 
that these different theories share. Whether descriptive or norma¬ 
tive, each of these views on the nature of appreciation has ac¬ 
cepted what we may call the functional approach. That is to say, 
they have assumed that tire problem of appreciation of art is 
solvable only in terms of our understanding the nature of the art 
object. To know how we do or how we ought to respond to a 
work of art, wc must first find out the nature of a work of art. 
Thus, Ducassc tells us that we ought to "listen to” the emotions 
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of art when wc appreciate it because art is fundamentally the 
embodiment of emotions. Tolstoy proclaims that we do and 
ought to indulge in the emotions of the art object because art is 
essentially an instrument of evocative communication. Parkct as¬ 
serts that appreciation is primarily a satisfaction of desire in the 
imagination because the art object is basically the embodiment of 
imaginatively satisfied desires. And, finally, Richards insists that 
we ought to give no heed to the tmth claims of art because art is 
not a referential language. It can be seen that in all of these 
theories, even if it is true that in none of them is this functional 
notion developed at all, it is the nature of the work of art which 
determines the way we do and ought to appreciate the work. 

The fact that aestheticians have accepted the functional ap¬ 
proach — and it would be difficult to repudiate it without denying 
the very existence of art and its intrinsic character — is important 
because it provides us with an objective, publicly accepted crite¬ 
rion for judging the adequacy of a theory of appreciation: that 
theory is best which best takes into account the actual nature of 
a work of art. Now, if our hypothesis of the nature of art is cor¬ 
rect, art objects are expressively organic wholes presented in sensu¬ 
ous media like words or sounds or canvas, which may contain 
many different constituents, including subjects, meanings and 
symbols, and truth claims. An adequate theory of appreciation, 
therefore, must be one that allows for a response to the totality 
of the work and to the totality of historical and contemporary 
artistic expression. Throughout our entire essay, wc have accepted 
this as one of the ruling ideas of an adequate aesthetic theory, 
whether it pertain to the art object, to creation, or now to apprecia¬ 
tion. There is no final proof of the validity of this assumption; it 
seems to me to be one of those self-evident truths, at least in this 
sense, that should it be denied, it would destroy the very being of 
the aesthetic experience as an intrinsic thing and reduce it to some¬ 
thing else, like moral, religious, or scientific experience. But even 
if this principle is conceived as no more than a postulate, all aes- 
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dieticians who arc interested in the aesthetic experience and re¬ 
gard it as good in itself, not merely as good because it satisfies 
some social or religious or metaphysical doctrine, accept it, and 
this fact makes it possible to arrive at an answer to the question 
of an adequate theory of appreciation. Let the best theory of ap¬ 
preciation be that which enables us best to attend to all the con¬ 
stituents of all works of art. We can then evaluate each specific 
theory in terms of this fundamental postulate or principle. This, 
of course, is precisely what wc have been doing in this chapter; 
and because we have found each of these theories to be inade¬ 
quate, cither in the sense of being simply fake or else of con¬ 
stituting an arbitrary limitation on the kinds of value that art may 
incorporate, we have rejected them all. The only theory that meets 
this ultimate requirement is the normative theory of contempla¬ 
tion as it lias been suggested by Bell and Fry and as it must be 
supplemented by certain ideas that ate derived from an enriched 
understanding of the nature of art. 

We have already dealt extensively with Bell’s and Fry's theory 
of appreciation in our first chapter, so we need do no more than 
summarize their views here. Their fundamental notion regarding 
appreciation is that of pure appreciation. Pure appreciation is a 
function of the art object and is achieved through an analysis of 
the nature of the art object. They conceive the art object as sig¬ 
nificant form; to appreciate art we must respond to this significant 
form. To do otherwise or mote is to misuse the art object, to treat 
it as an object of history or science or morality. The best way to 
respond to significant form is to contemplate it: to analyze and 
to synthesize its various constituents in order to intuit them as an 
integrated expressive whole. In other words, if we arc to appreciate 
art, we ought to contemplate its essence, its significant form. This 
is the normative aspect of their theory. 

Descriptively, now, once we do react to significant form in this 
contemplative manner, we find that we arc engaging in an activity 
which is essentially exalted, ecstatic, isolated, hedonic, and which 
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is quite unlike and unrelated to our everyday experiences. The 
combination of these characteristics they call the "unique aes¬ 
thetic emotion." 

This view has been severely criticized by many acsthcticians but, 
$0 far as I can see, the main criticism and the most serious one is 
that the theory forces too discontinuous a distinction between 
ordinary and artistic experiences. Art, their critics say, is related 
to life and the difference between art and nonartistic experiences 
is at most one of degree. 

This criticism is a cogent one, I think, but it docs not call for 
a rejection of the whole of the theory of Bell and Fry, only a modi¬ 
fication of it. Of course art is rooted in normal, ordinary experi¬ 
ences, and there is no need to deny it. But granted this, we may 
still affirm with Bell and Fry that appreciation of art ought to be 
the contemplation of the essence of the art object, and that once 
this contemplation is attained, it is the rather unique affair they 
consider it to be. 

Our expanded view, then, is this: art is essentially an expressive 
organic complex of different constituents. To appreciate it, we 
ought to attend to all of these constituents as they play their roles 
in relation to each other. And this means that we must be able to 
comprehend the emotional or expressive elements in art, too. But 
we cannot do all of this unless we become detached, emotionally 
and morally, from the work of art. It is difficult but we must 
strive for this contemplative attitude if we wish to appreciate the 
complete work of art and also the fullness of the divergences of 
expression in the history of art. The alternative to the contempla¬ 
tive theory is one that inevitably imposes some sort of limitation 
on the range of artistic expression. 

Once we do arrive at the contemplative attitude toward art, wc 
shall find, I think, with Bell and Fry, tliat we have secured a 
unique experience for ourselves, and one which includes an emo¬ 
tional richness all its own that is not related to or caused by an 
indulgence in the emotions of the art object but by the contem- 
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plative experience itself. It is in this sense that appreciation is a 
legitimate emotional experience. The adherence to the contempla¬ 
tive attitude offers its own emotional rewards which are even 
richer than the emotional experiences we would have if we capitu¬ 
lated to the emotions of the art object; they are richer because 
they are rarer and can be gotten only from this one experience of 
contemplating the organic unfolding of a work of art. The joy and 
rapture that come from perceiving the expressive quality of a cer¬ 
tain element in a work of art and relating it to others are 
experiences that cannot be secured except in the contemplative 
aesthetic experience. The recognition of the juxtaposition of death 
and adultery and the comprehension of them in relation to the 
other constituents of Othtllo, for example, give rise to an emo¬ 
tional experience which is as exciting as any indulgence in one or 
other of the actual emotions being portrayed in the play. 

Many spectators, who are not aware of it, I think, have had this 
combined contemplative-emotive experience. The spiritual uplift 
of witnessing a great tragedy is not always due to indulgence or 
even purgation, but sometimes to the contemplation (perhaps 
even unwittingly on the part of the spectator) of the unfolding of 
the complexity of experience exhibited and the spiritual joy that 
accompanies such contemplation. In other words, people who do 
not hold to the contemplative theory often mistake the emotional 
excitation that they get from just such a contemplation with what 
they take to be indulgence in or purgation of portrayed emotions. 
This, of course, means that the contemplative attitude, although 
it needs no support from any empirical generalization about the 
way people actually do respond to art, since it is completely a 
normative theory in its fundamental claim, is not as strange to 
most of us as we might like to think. 2 * 

Aesthetic contemplation has other characteristics, too, besides 
those of attending to the unfolding of the constituents of a work 
of art and the accompanying emotions such attending offers. As 
others have frequently stressed, it is detached, disinterested, non- 
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practical and hedonic. Also, it is voluntaristic, that is, the satisfy¬ 
ing of desire, not, however, as Freud or Parker has argued, those 
desires that are frustrated in ordinal)' activities, but, as Fry per¬ 
ceived long ago, the satisfying of the desire to sec the world from 
the spectatorial or contemplative point of view. It is in this sense 
that art and the contemplation of it provide us with an enrich¬ 
ment of our spiritual life. 

The Problem of Criticism 

We come finally to the relation between appreciation and criti¬ 
cism of works of art. The whole problem of criticism is in difficult 
straits today. For one thing, so many different kinds of activity 
pass for criticism: historical scholarship, textual analysis, socio¬ 
logical exegesis, etc. About these activities, there can be no dispute 
over their making empirically meaningful and verifiable state¬ 
ments. The real problem begins when aesthetic evaluations arc 
made and called into question by dissenting critics. 

Sometimes these disputes can be settled by an appeal to certain 
standards that both parties adhere to. For example, suppose some¬ 
one objects to a certain metaphor in a poem on the grounds that 
it is out of place, that it docs not contribute anything. Another 
person may show him that the metaphor is not out of place, but 
essential to the total meaning of the poem. This is the sort of 
thing that is constantly occurring in literary criticism. Disagree¬ 
ments arc constantly being resolved in this way, by pointing out 
that the objectionable ingredient is precisely the kind of thing 
that the objector values. In this example, of course, both parties 
are appealing to the same standard, namely, that every constituent 
should play a contributory role in the total work, and both arc 
satisfied as critics if the argument ova the aesthetic worth of the 
work of art is carried on in tarns of this critaion. 

But the teal problem comes in when someone calls into question 
the status of these standards. And this is what has happened in 
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our day, not only in art criticism but in all fields where value 
judgments arc made. Probably at no time has the dictum, da 
gustibus non est disputandum, been more vigorously championed. 
The impact of anthropological and psychological data has rocked 
the foundations of absolutism in the arts; and the general implica¬ 
tions of positivism, which reduces all value judgments to mere 
emotional ejaculation, seen) to have shattered the foundations 
altogether. 

In contemporary aesthetic theory Ducassc, intent upon formu¬ 
lating a "Declaration of Independence of Taste” in the arts, pro¬ 
motes a theory of criticism that exhibits the extreme subjectivism 
characteristic of our age. He writes: 

The critic’s evaluations . . . ultimately are just as purely 
matters of his individual taste as are those of the unsophisti¬ 
cated amateur. The great difference . . . is . . . that the naive 
amateur is pleased or displeased without knowing exactly why, 
whereas the critic does know what specific features arc respon¬ 
sible for his own pleasure or displeasure in a given work of art. 
But in both cases the situation is in the end just the same as 
with, let us say, the taste of pineapple. Some persons like it, and 
others dislike it; but it would be absurd to say that it is really 
good, although some dislike it, or really bad, although some like 
it. For when the values concerned are not instrumental values but 
immediate values — whether of odors, of tastes, of sounds, of 
plastic qualities, or of facial expressions — then individual likes 
and dislikes constitute the only meaning of good and bad. 

A person’s tastes, thus —whether he be sophisticated critic 
or simple amateur — are ultimately at once incapable of justifica¬ 
tion and self-justifying.” 

This is an extremely bold statement and one wonders whether 
its author realizes just how bold it is. For, in the first place, it is 
most certainly no declaration of independence at all, but an invi¬ 
tation to a kind of anarchy in criticism. The essence of a declara- 
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tion of independence is that it is founded upon certain objective 
principles, as, for example, our own American Declaration of Inde¬ 
pendence. 

Secondly, on Ducasse's view, suppose a dispute should arise over 
whether the Eroica is better than, say, Beethoven’s Fourth Sym¬ 
phony. The phrase "better than” is interpreted as having reference 
to certain standards; and this is as it should be. But these standards 
are further conceived as expressions of preferences; that is, they arc 
construed as emotive utterances which are neither true nor false 
in any objective sense. Therefore, if I should say, for example, that 
the Eroica is better than the Fourth of Beethoven, and should 
offer in defense of my judgment the fact that the Eroica makes 
me laugh harder, which fact I take as my ultimate criterion for 
evaluating music, then on Ducasse’s view that will be as legitimate 
an aesthetic judgment as another’s contention that the Eroica is 
better than the Fourth because the musical materials are more 
profound, more imaginatively developed, more integrated in the 
one than in the other! 

I do not mean to be saying now that Ducasse is wrong in his 
subjectivism. Rather, like the positivist in ethics who claims that 
he is freeing mankind from the trammels of dogmatism by demon¬ 
strating the nonreferential nature of ethical judgments — for ex¬ 
ample, "democracy is better than Fascism” or "kindness is better 
tlian wanton cruelty and sadism” — but who is really promulgating 
an extreme form of nihilism, Ducasse should be made aware of the 
implications of his position. 

Perhaps, in the end, all standards are subjective or emotive 
gmnts and groans, and there is no refutation of positivism. But in 
art, at least, there seem to be good reasons for believing tlrat some 
standards, e.g., the integration of materials, are more relevant than 
others, c.g., the ability of a work of art to make me laugh hard. 
These standards are difficult to ascertain but we can get some 
insight into them by understanding the nature and purpose of the 
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arts in human experience. Ducassc, himself, believes that this can 
be done, as his discussion of the normative character of apprecr- 

ation reveals. , , . . .. 

The basic difficulty with Ducasse’s position seems to be his 
identification of critical standards with preferences and tastes. It 
would be absurd, he claims, to say that a work of art .s good even 
though one docs not like it or really bad if one docs like it. I 
cannot sec that either of these statements is absurd at all. In fact, 
one encounters them all the time in museums, theaters, and con- 
cert halls. "I like Gershwin, although I know he is not really 
good ” or "I know The Iceman Cometh is really good, but I don't 
like plays like that.” It simply is a fact that people, amateurs and 
critics alike, do distinguish between their preferences and their 
evaluations. It may be that they ought not to do so, and perhaps 
this is Ducassc’s real point, but that they do make the distinction 
and arc ready to act on it cannot be denied. The big difference 
between the amateur and the critic, therefore, lies not in the fact 
that the one is interested, and the other is not, m the causes 
of his pleasure or displeasure, but that the critic - provided, of 
course, that he is a real critic, not merely a reporter - tries to seek 
out within the work of art what it is that makes it good, whereas 
the amateur is willing to accept his reactions with no such cun- 

° S However, this is no satisfactory reply to Ducassc’s basic rejection 
of objective standards. If he (or his fellow positivists) sustains htt 
attack against us, he can show that any ultimate criterion m evalu¬ 
ation is an emotive preference, and not something referential and 
objective. I know of no refutation of this claim except to point 
out that it is tantamount to utter nihilism, that is, to a situation 
in which any value judgment is as cogent as any other. Nihilism 
in aesthetics or ethics is like solipsism in the theory of knowledge, 
irrefutable but totally unacceptable to the demands of human ex¬ 
perience.** 
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In contrast to this extreme subjectivism in criticism, which 
reduces evaluation in the arts to a sophisticated form of verbal 
drooling, the organic theory, like many others, offers a philosophy 
of criticism that is based upon certain objective criteria. These arc 
derived from a consideration of the nature of the art object and 
from certain reflections concerning the nature of the aesthetic in 
relation to other experiences. 

The first of these criteria is this. The aesthetic value of any 
work of art does not reside in any one constituent, like a particular 
color or melody or metaphor or piece of good acting in a play. 
Rather it inheres in the total integration of constituents: for ex¬ 
ample, the colors working with the lines; these working with the 
space, design and subject; and the complete work of art function¬ 
ing as an expressive whole. 

The expressive character of any constituent is in part determined 
by the other constituents. The expressiveness, that is, the emo¬ 
tional import, of a single color or an area of color, for instance, 
depends upon the total context. This is a kind of Ceslalt of the 
expressive. Dali’s purple, in his "Palladio’s Corridor of Thalia," 
for example, is not the eerie color that it is all by itself; its full 
expressiveness is derived from the other colon, the space, and the 
subjects. And yet, of course, the ccrincss is also dependent upon 
the initial purple; the specific expressiveness could not have been 
obtained with an extremely warm yellow. 

Further, factors like the ineffective use of color, inadequate feel¬ 
ing for space, insufficient design, arc, in part, rclationally deter¬ 
mined. So is the effectiveness of a melody, the convincingness of a 
scene, the delineation of a character. 

Brooks and Warren, as wc have seen, show why Shelley’s 
"Death" fails — because there is no integration, no working to¬ 
gether of theme and metrics. But wc cannot say that jigging met¬ 
rics by itself is never effectively expressive or that the theme of 
death is always profoundly expressive. The doctrine that it is al- 




19 6 philosophy of the arts 

ways effective is as obsolete as the eighteenth-century doctrine that 
there are certain dements which are “poetic” in themselves and 
others that are just as uniquely “unpoetic.” 

These two authors employ this same criterion in all their critical 
analyses. In their discussion of Keats’s “Ode to a Nightingale, for 
example, they point out that, great as the poem is, it suffers from 
the nonfunctional character of much of its imagery, which exists 
in the poem only as precious ornamentation. 28 And it is important 
to realize that if someone were to show that the imagery is func¬ 
tional throughout by, let us say, a new and valid interpretation 
of one of the elements of the poem, Brooks and Warren would 
withdraw their reservations about the poem and regard it as being 
better than they originally considered it. 

An enormous amount of legitimate critical evaluation is of this 
sort. Throughout our many analyses, some partial, others rather 
complete, like our analysis of "Prufrock,” we have accepted as one 
criterion of objective, evaluative criticism the principle of organic 
unity. In “Prufrock," for example, the fact that the image of the 
etherized patient docs tie up with the other elements of the poem, 
adding to their expressiveness, makes it a better poem than it would 
be if there were no such relation. Or, in our discussion of Rou¬ 
ault’s “Christ Mocked by Soldiers," we assumed — and quite legit¬ 
imately, too, I think —that because the chunkiness of texture, 
with its sense of brute power, does relate effectively to the humility 
of Christ's face, it is consequently a better picture than it would 
be if there were no working relation at all between them. One last 
example. In Thomas Wolfe’s You Can’t Go Home Again there is 
present in the first half of the novel a fascinating character who 
becomes the hero’s mistress. The affair is followed until a great 
fire in the apartment building where she lives. The hero then 
leaves his mistress and throughout the rest of the novel there is 
no mention of her again. Sire is left stranded aesthetically, so to 
speak; her absence is not worked out in dramatic terms. Many 
readers have felt this to be a defect in the novel and rightly so, I 
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think, because Wolfe has not utilized his materials as effectively 
as he might have done. 

One objective criterion of good art, then, according to the 
organic theory, is this principle of integration; the working to¬ 
gether of all the elements is aesthetically good and the working 
against each other of some or all of the elements is aesthetically 
bad. Part of the reason some art is good is that it integrates its 
many elements; and part of the function of evaluative criticism is 
to determine what the elements or constituents are and whether 
or not they do work together. A critical judgment that is based 
upon this criterion is aesthetically more cogent than one that is 
founded upon, let us say, the criterion of the duration or the cost 
of an art work. It is objective in the sense that no evaluative 
criticism is possible without it. The alternative to the acceptance 
of this sort of principle as at least one aesthetic, critical principle 
is the denial of evaluative criticism altogether, from which it fol¬ 
lows, as we have seen, that any criterion (the ability of a work to 
put me to sleep or to keep me from scratching myself or to get 
me to think about the valleys on the other side of the moon) is as 
aesthetically valid as any other. 

But, many will say, it is not enough that a work of art be in¬ 
tegrated in order that it may be good or great art. It must also 
communicate important expressive qualities of human experience. 
Art is fundamentally the embodiment of the expressive; and the 
quality or kind of expressive that is embodied makes a difference 
to the aesthetic merit of the work and our evaluative critical judg¬ 
ments of it.” The fact that Picasso’s ''Cuemica , ’ deals with the 
expressive quality of horrendous destruction is part of what makes 
it a great work of art. The fact that Rouault’s "Christ Mocked by 
Soldiers" embodies the expressive quality of tire conflict between 
force and humility enters into the total fact of its greatness as a 
work of art. On the other hand, the fact that Matisse’s work on 
the whole seems to concern itself mainly with the expressive qual¬ 
ity of the gay and decorative and not with the thunderous and 
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demonic in human experience renders it for many critics inferior 
to works like the “Guernica." In other words, there does seem to 
be in criticism some criterion of the aesthetic worth of any par¬ 
ticular work of art which is based upon the specific quality of the 
expressive and not upon the working together of the various con¬ 
stituents of the work of art. What the use of this criterion reveals, 
of course, is that aesthetic, evaluative criticism, that is, critical 
appreciation, involves itself in certain standards that are derived 
from our total philosophies of life. Some people regard the dra¬ 
matic, the tense, the demonic, and the powerful as the controlling 
forces of human destiny and prefer these in their art. Others focus 
upon the lyrical, tire tender, the warm, and the pleasurable in 
human experiences and desire these in their att. Still others enjoy 
the sentimental, even the saccharine in life and consequently look 
for these in their artistic experiences. There is no gainsaying this; 
it is simply a fact that many of us do allow and, moreover, think 
it justifiable, that our nonaesthetic preferences shall determine in 
part our critical evaluations of art. 

It is here that one should seek out the relativism, and even 
subjectivism, in the critical enterprise. Suppose someone were to 
challenge the rather widely accepted evaluation of Matisse in 
relation to Picasso and were to affirm his preference for Matisse. 
How would wc solve such a dispute? Of course, the easiest way 
would be to deny that there is a dispute in any sense in which a 
dispute is something that is solvable by an appeal to ascertainable 
standards. In effect, this would resolve tire dispute by pointing 
out that there really is none to begin with. But this would satisfy 
neither party. And it should not, for it is like telling a Fascist and 
a believer in democracy to stop arguing about the merits of their 
respective causes since they arc not really arguing, only articulating 
their emotional preferences. 

There is a more sophisticated way to deal with this problem 
which, strangely enough, resembles the above resolution. It is to 
point out that in the realm of the aesthetic, if we wish to preserve 
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its intrinsic character (if we do not, all of this is irrelevant and the 
only thing that is relevant is whether a philosophy of values that 
reduces the aesthetic experience to something else, like morality or 
religion or metaphysics, is a defensible one; and if it is, which it 
may very well be, what such a philosophy of values entails so far 
as the range of experiences is concerned), then wc must accept the 
principle that there is no aesthetic difference between the kinds 
of expressive characteristic. That is, in art, the gay, the lyrical, the 
pleasurable, the comic, if you will, count for as much as the dra¬ 
matic, the demonic, the tense, or the tragic. In other words, a ma¬ 
ture theory of criticism recognizes the role of the nonacsthctic in 
practical criticism but insists upon the inclusion of all values in art 
and the equal aesthetic weight of each, so far as our evaluations are 
concerned. It is true that aesthetic criticism is rooted in part in a 
philosophy of values but, on the principle that the aesthetic ex¬ 
perience is beholden to no other (and is like science or religion in 
this respect), it is incumbent upon an adequate philosophy of 
values to give free and impartial scope to the expressive qualities 
of the different works of art. To ask if Matisse is better than 
Picasso, or vice vcm, in the sense that wc wish to know if the one 
is better than the other because of the nature of the expressive in 
each, is, therefore, to ask an immature question. Like Plato's little 
children, we shall reply when asked which is better, "Give us 
both." 

It will not, of course, satisfy the Fascist or the democrat to re¬ 
solve their dispute in this way; and it should not because their 
dispute is not an aesthetic, but a political one. And political dis¬ 
putes have different standards of solution from aesthetic ones. In 
politics wc cannot accept both Fascism and democracy. But in art 
wc can allow for such contraries, even for contradictories; and it 
is this that constitutes one of the great differences between art and 
politics as human activities. Art, unlike politics, or most activities, 
for that matter, comprises the realm of possibilities for human 
understanding and action. It is a kind of Platonic realm of emo- 
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tional universals, the very contemplation of which is good for its 
own sake. It is this which renders the experience of art unique in 
the total realm of human experience and provides us with the 
ultimate fact about art to which any adequate philosophy of values 
must bow. 

In ordinary activities, certain values do become more important 
than others to all of us; and since people differ on what they re¬ 
gard as most important, there will naturally be relativism in our 
basic philosophies of life. But, and this has been our main point, 
whatever our philosophy of life, if we wish to preserve the integrity 
of the aesthetic experience, wc must not apply our specific value 
hierarchies to our critical judgments of art. Art can free us from 
our nanow province of chosen value and provide us passage to the 
whole realm of human experience. 

But what about the sentimental and the saccharine in art? 
Do these count for as much as the gay or the demonic? Aside from 
all considerations of the working together of constituents, is a 
work like TJi« Sorrows of Weither as aesthetically good as Hamlet? 
Is it not the case that the characters, plot, and theme, with their 
individual and total expressive properties, in Hamlet are aesthet¬ 
ically better than the characters, plot, and theme, with all of 
their individual and total expressive characteristics, of W either? 
Does not the fact that Werther is essentially sentimental in its 
expressive qualities and Hamlet is not make Hamlet a better work 
of art for those who prefer the tragic to the sentimental? 

Further, is there not some cogency in the fact that in some art 
the richness of a character or the profundity of a theme enters 
into our evaluation of the work and may come to balance or es-cn 
overbalance any deficiencies of organic unity? Here, all over again, 
is the problem that concerned V6ron, except that we have gener¬ 
alized it, from how important is the subject? to how important 
is the specific quality of the expressive? One may easily grant our 
point that in art some qualities ought not to count for more 
than others — for example, the tender or lyrical as against the 
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demonic or tense. But this principle of tolerance, it may be argued, 
should not allow that any quality is as aesthetically good as any 
other, the sentimental or saccharine as important as the tender 
or the tense. 

In my opinion, it is here that we encounter ultimate relativism 
or subjectivism in evaluative criticism. What makes one theme 
more profound than another, one character richer than another, 
or one expressive quality more important than another depends 
upon our basic philosophies of life and reality. While it is true 
that most of us in the Western tradition would accept certain 
expressive qualities —we call them themes but they are larger 
than themes — as more important than others, suffering, love, 
hate, tragedy, compassion, for example, there is no way, so far as 
I can see, to demonstrate to the satisfaction of anyone who might 
question whether these are more important than the sentimental, 
that they arc. If our root value be that of sentimentalism and 
if we regard it as the highest value for artistic communication, 
then no critical evaluation that implicitly or explicitly repudiates 
this philosophy can effectively refute it. There is no absolute 
standard to which we can appeal in order to prove that the experi¬ 
ence of compassion or love or hate or the tense is more profound 
than the experience of pure sentimentality. Most of us may re¬ 
gard the sentimentalist as being inferior to ourselves so far as 
total human personality is concerned, but there is no way to show 
this to his satisfaction, or even to the satisfaction of a nonsenti- 
mcntalist who assumes a skeptical attitude toward fundamental 
axiology. 

The most we can ask of the sentimentalist is that he not limit 
the range of the aesthetically acceptable to his preferred value, 
but that he accept all other values as aesthetically equal and 
that his critical evaluations not be based upon the fact that the 
expressive qualities of the work of art happen to add up to senti¬ 
mentalism. He will differ from us in the extent of his tolerance, 
but not in his being tolerant, provided he wishes to preserve 
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the integrity of the aesthetic experience and not to make it sub¬ 
ordinate to anything else. 

Criticism, to sum up our discussion, is based upon two funda¬ 
mental criteria, one gathered from reBections on the nature of 
the art object, the other from considerations of the nature of 
human choices among different kinds of experience. At least two 
objective criteria emerge from these deliberations: (1) one work 
of art is better than another if its constituents work together 
more effectively to form a total unity; and (2) it is impossible 
to have a work of art in which there are no expressive charac¬ 
teristics, but the specific characteristic does not determine the 
aesthetic merit of the work. An evaluative critic is one, therefore, 
who does more than set out the reasons for his pleasure or dis¬ 
pleasure. He enumerates the various elements of the work of art, 
their relations to each other, and their individual and collective 
expressive qualities. He may then inquire into the extra-aesthetic 
bearing of the expressive characteristics of the work, even show 
their general importance to all or some of us, but he cannot allow 
his or even any or all of our choices to determine his evaluations 
in the sense in which he wishes to maintain that his evaluations 
arc indisputable. Tire critic can go no further, unless he is pre¬ 
pared to demonstrate the philosophical priority of one value or 
set of values over another. 

Defen re of the Doctrine of Art for Art’s Sake 

There are certain implications of our aesthetic theory in regard 
to the whole problem of the function of art and I should like to 
conclude tikis essay with a statement of one of these implications, 
the defense of that unpopular heresy, the doctrine of art for art's 
sake. 

The functions of art have been much discussed in aesthetic 
theory and in the general philosophy of values. Many divergent 
views have been formulated. If there is a dominant one today, 
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it is, I suppose, some kind of instrumentalism. The Marxists, 
humanists, Thomists, and pragmatists, perhaps quite inadvertently, 
have joined forces in the condemnation of any doctrine of art 
for art's sake. Art is good not at all intrinsically, for its own sake, 
but instrumental^, for tire sake of something else, either its pro¬ 
motion of progressive social action or its revelation of certain 
moral and metaphysical truths. The doctrine of the intrinsic 
character of art, that it is good for its own sake, is regarded as 
effete and reactionary, and the art that it sponsors is evaluated 
as sick and decadent. 

Our whole book challenges such a verdict on the doctrine of art 
for art’s sake. There is no denying the defects of the doctrine, 
especially as it has been formulated at various times, but its 
essential claim, I think, is sound. The aesthetic experience is in¬ 
trinsically good. It is not good only because it promotes social 
welfare or embodies moral and metaphysical truth. It is good 
also in the way that the activity of searching for scientific truth is 
good or having a religious experience is good, that is, in the sense 
that it is not beholden to any other kind of experience either 
for its standards of evaluation or for its raison d'itre. 

Art is the embodiment of the expressive — of values, as many 
philosophers have declared. The creation and the appreciation 
of this realm of the expressive arc good in the way that any other 
intrinsic activity is good. The advocate of the doctrine of art 
for art’s sake need affirm no more than this, for it is sufficient 
to refute instrumentalism of this stamp. He need not assert that 
art (creation, object, or appreciation) is better than anything 
else or that everything else is good only in so far as it contributes 
to art ('life for art’s sake"), even though these views have often 
been associated with art for art’s sake. 

The insistence upon the doctrine that art creation and appreci¬ 
ation arc good in themselves in no way militates against the 
instrumental functions of art. Art creation may serve to realize 
a number of values. It may assuage the tensions of the artist; 
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it may provide him with satisfactions of desires that he cannot 
get in other ways; it may even further his social action. So too 
with appreciation; it may eventuate in all kinds of experiences 
and values. Through the contemplation of the possibilities open 
to human experience which are presented in the arts, we may 
come to enlarge our understanding of and activity in human values. 
Our appreciation of art may result in our becoming better in¬ 
struments of social action and may help us promote a more 
progressive society. In fact, the effects of the aesthetic experience 
may be even more important to the total personality than the 
actual experience itself. There is no contradiction in the view 
that art is a good in itself and yet is not the most important good. 
What we must not do, however, if we wish to preserve the 
integrity of art, is to reduce the aesthetic experience to the status 
of an instrumental good because we shall then begin to apply 
all sorts of nonaesthctic standards, like the promotion of social 
action or the enhancement of sensibilities, to the arts, and this 
application invariably has led to the moral, metaphysical, or social 
dissolution of the aesthetic experience. 

Tire advocate of the doctrine of art for art's sake, then, like the 
theoretical physicist in relation to the construction of his mathe¬ 
matical formulations, or the religious mystic in relation to his 
God, wishes only to call attention to the initially and primarily 
intrinsic character of his experience with art. He wishes to dis¬ 
tinguish sharply between art .as an end and ait as a means; and 
he wishes to affirm that whatever experiences there arc that are 
intrinsic, the aesthetic is among them. It is in this sense that 
he wishes to say that art either exists for its own sake or not at 
all, for without the recognition and acceptance of this intrinsic 
dimension of art, it becomes a handmaiden of something else 
and in that way is destroyed as an independent activity. 
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CHAPTER 1. AESTHETIC FORMALISM 

* Clive Bell, Art, d. 6. 

1 Ibid., p. 9. See also his Sine * Cdtannt, cliap, xv. 

‘Art, pp. ia-16. 

* Bell's contention may be borne out by the following experiment- Present 
Picasso's "Portrait of a Lady" and "Woman in White" to a group of specta¬ 
tors. No one will say that the fust, which is rather satirical, even grotesque in 
character, is beautiful, although many will uot hesitate to designate the second 
as beautiful because the object represented is rather attractive as a woman. 

•Art, p. *5. 
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•Art p. 34. 

* lb:d, p i;. 

* /bid, pp. 39-30. 

- /bid, p. 68. 

“/bid., pp. 70-71. 
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“Art, pp. 16-17. 

'•/bid, p. 81. 

“/bid, p. 15. Also "A knowledge of life can help no one to 
standing of art* (p. 286). Again *To appreciate fully a work of 
attire nothing but sensibility. To those that can hear Art speaks for itself: 
facts and dates do not . . . To appreciate a man’s art l need know nothing 
whatever about the artist . . (pp. 98-99). 

” Landmarks in Nineteenth-Century Painting, p. vi. 

“Since Cdsanise, p. 154, 

“ Art, pp. 51-53- Of C6zannc, eg, for whom he has the highest regard, 
Bell writes: "For, gaxing at the familiar landscape, C&annc came to under¬ 
stand it. not as a mode of light, nor yet as a player m tl« game of human 
life, but as an end m itself and an object of intense emotion- Every great 
artist has seen landscape as an end in itself — as pure form, that is to say; 
Cezanne has made a generation of artists feel tliat compared with its sig 
niffcancc as an end in itself all else about a landscape is negligible" (pp. 108- 
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- The^A^’in^'^ho-Amrl^r, P p. S. See also "Some Questions in 

F4 “ "Retrosp^°'^onTn/^gn l e.g., ”1 conceived the form of the wwk 
of art to belts most essential quality, but I believed this form to be the 
direct outcome of an apprehension of some emotion of actual life by the 
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kind and implied a certain detachment," p. *37. 
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the spatial relationships and content the represenUtiotu. In The Artist and 
Psycho-Analysis, pp. 16-17, Fiy states unequivocally that the essenoe of art 
is the form; and this is taken to be the manner of treating the subject: Now 
I venture to say that no one who has a real understanding of the art of part¬ 
ing attache, any importance to what we call the subject 0 “ Pf’ 1 ^ ~ 
is represented. To one who feds tlie language of pictorial form all depend 
on how it is presented, nothing on what,’’ (rtahes in original). Sec sbo Fry. 
Reflections on British Painting, p. 49, for the lame point of view: He 
(Reynolds] tried to show that the deepest spiritual experiences which art can 
Communicate arc only to be expressed by formal relations, by the manner of 
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“ I A. Richards. P/incipkr of Literary Criticism, clinp. 11. 

“"Some Questions m Estlvetics." Transformations, pp. 15-16. 

"Ibid., pp. »6-i8. 

“I bid., pp. »8-io. 

"Ibid., p. 2). 

- Ibid., p. 17. 

-Ibid’ p. \o. And in The Artist and Psycho-Analysis, p. i». For writes: 
Creat novels "note the inexorable sequence m life of cause: and 1 cftcet. thq 
mirk the total indifference of fate to all human desires, and they endeavour 
to derive precisely from that inexorability of fate an altogether different kind 
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of pleasure — the pleasure which consists in tbe recognition of inevitable 
sequences” (italics m original). 

In passing, we may note at least two serious interna! difficulties with this 
theory: (1) it deals only with tragedy, hence is incomplete; (a) in making 
inevitability the essence of literature and that to which we arc to respond in 
true appreciation, it reduces literature to the instinctual level of experience, 
from which it of course follows that there can be no aesthetic emotion so far 
as our response to literature is concerned. 

“ Quoted from Richards, Principles of Literary Criticism, p. >6, in “Some 
Questions in Esthetics," Transformation*, p. a. 

"Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
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Proceedings of the Sixth International Congress 0/ Philosoplty, reprinted iu 
M. M. Rader (ed.), A Modem Book of Esthetics, pp. 73-74. 
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fords no measure or it* success beyond the pleasure which it gives. The 
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through than, to manifest the power of conception and expansion possessed 
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other value of the ideas and sentiments in question. And, as live value of a 
work depends directly upon the capability of its author, and as many artists 
have been about equal in their technical ability, we must be ready to ac¬ 
knowledge that moral and intellectual superiority is a real superiority, and is 
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1 work of a if completely devoid of ideological content, and also., .not 
Jver? ido «n serve as a theme for a work of art, or truly inspire the artist 
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-Ark of art The passible limits of such a communion are determined not by 
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CHAPTER 3. RESOLUTION: THE ORGANIC THEORY 

' BertTand Russell, Our Knowledge of the External World, p. 45 (italic* in 
original ); jcc also hi* Introduction to Mathematical Philosophy, p. 190. 

$<*• e.g., Moores essay, ‘The Sculptor’s Aims," in Herbert Read (cd.). 
Unit One, reprinted in Henry Moore: Sculpture and Drawing*; and Caldet's 
painting, "The Alphabet of Forms." 

•A. K. Housman. The Name and Nature of Poetry, pp. 35 ff ; and Ducasse, 
Art, the Critics, and You, csp. pp. 42-43. This usage b at least as old as 
Cicero; see hb On the Character of the Orator, lik. I, chap. xiv. 

* This is certainly one way in which aesthetic**ns have interpreted formalism, 
See, e.g., A. C. Bradley, "Poetry for Poetry’s Sake," Oxford Lectures on 
Poetry, pp. 7-8. Also. Ducasse, Art, t/ic Critics, and You, p. 81. 

• Ducasse, Philosophy of Art, p. 20a (italics in original). 

• Eduard Hanslick, The Beautiful in Music, pp. 166-167. 

* Erwin Panofsky, the exeat exponent of Iconology in the study of the his¬ 
tory of art, also unwittingly commits himself to a theory which, because of hb 
initial acceptance of the form — content distinction, entails the view that 
there are works of art with all foms and no content. He does thb by dbtin- 
guishing between form and meaning. By meaning Panofsky understands repre¬ 
sentational meanings, like objects in nature or stories or allegories; and by 
form, certain elements like line* and colors in configurations. Such a distinc¬ 
tion will work so long as we are dealing with nonabstract art, but it breaks 
down when we apply it to abstract art —for example, one of Kandinsky's 
"Improvisations" — unless we ofler an extended theory of artistic meaning 01 
representation (which, of corirsc, Panofsky does not do) in which lines and 
colors have meanings just as surely as represenrations of natural objects or his¬ 
torical events. And the reason the distinction breaks down, and especially for 
Panofsky, when we apply it to abstract art, is that, on his assumptions, it 
makes of that ait one m which there b all form and no content, Le., mean¬ 
ings; which makes of Iconology a science tliat cannot, upon its stated wind- 
pies, encompass tlie whole history of art. Iconologists, of course, do deal with 
modem art. and one might add, rather brilliantly, too, but they do so by 
transcending the semantical foundations of their discipline as these have been 
set forth by Panofsky. Sec Studies in Iconology: Humanistic Themes in the 
Art of the Renaissance, chap. i. 

•For an analysis and justification of real definition as against nominal or 
contextual, see my "Analysis and the Unity of Russell’s Philosophy,” P. A. 
Schilpp (cd.). The Philosophy of Bertrand RusstU, pp. >10-111. 

•A. C. Bradley, "Poetry for Poetry's Sake," Oxford Lectures on Poetry, 
pp. 9 ff. 

" No Platonic theory is intended, necessarily. The main point b that nomi¬ 
nalism cannot explain communication and that universal* are not mete words 
or "legirigns.” Cnartcs Peirce rccogniied tins long ago in his conception of 
"thiidness” ot ’law" as essential to communication, although some of his 
supposed foilowen have forgotten it. 

That nominalism cannot deal adequately with the facts of communication 
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was demonstrated by Russell in 191a, in The Problems of Philotophy, chap, 
ix. Hb arguments arc still cogent , _ ._. 

«i s«, c-g., Freud's Leonardo da Vinci; a PsychosrxuaJ Study of an Infan- 
trie Rcnimwemo*- , „ 

>■ Cf. A. C. Bradley, ''Poetry for Poetry's Sake, p. 12. 

“ Ibid. 

u A. C. Barnes, The Art in Painting, bk. II, chap. li. 

“John Dewey, Art at Experience, p. 110. 

“Cf Cleanth Brooks. ‘"The New Criticism: A Brief for the Defense. The 
American Sehoiar. XIII (Summer io«). No. 3, pp. 294-195. 

" DcWitt Parker, The Anaiyw of Art, chap, m, esp pp. 93-94. 

*• \ second-order property ii one tliat is a function or a fint order property. 
For example, if Napoleon was brave. Cunning, quick, etc., then lve had all the 
characteristics of a great general. "Having all the characteristics of a peat 
general” is a second-order property of Napoleon, being a function of his first- 
order characteristics: being brave, being Cunning, etc. See A. N. >V hitehead 
and Bertrand Russell, Principia Mathematico, vol. I, chap. ii. 

“A. C. Barnes, The Art in Painting, bk. II, clrap. ri. 

"CL* Bertrand Russell, Principles of Mathematics, pp. 111-124, « nd 
‘‘Logical Atomism,” Contemporary British Philotophy, Fust Series, pp. 374- 
s-jc Russell means by an externally related system one in which the relations 
cannot be reduced to predicates of tire terms or tire whole complex. I agree with 
him that organic systems, as we have conceived them, arc externally related 
ones, in hit sense; but his sense does not diatinguish between systems in which 
constituents make a difference to each other’s nature and systems in which 
thiy do not. And this distinction between internal and external constituency 
necessitates our division into mechanical and organic. , 

» My own view is that a good frame is one that neither enhances not de¬ 
tracts nom the plastic elements but tends to neutralize itself. _. 

“ Henri Matisse, Notes d'un Peintre, quoted in John Dewey, Art <u Expert- 
cnee, p. 136 (italics mine). . . _ . _ 

- Cleanth Brooks and R. P. Warren, Understanding Poetry, pp. 18-19 

(their italics). The authors offer excellent examples of the organlc prmciple m 
poetry throughout their book. One effective example is Shelleys Death. 
This is their comment: "Here, in 'Death* . . . we have a case in which the 
specific feeling stimulated by the jigging rhythm, tends to contradict the re¬ 
sponse suggested by the ideas, images, etc. of the poem. The poem is an 
unsuccessful poem because the parts do not work together — they arc not 
properly related” (pp. 119-220)- Sec also their analyses of some of the poems 
of Shakespeare, Davenant, Bums, and Keats (op. l^i*. 8nd 

Their entire book is an excellent example of practical criticism as founded 
upon an organic theory of art. ... , „ , . . „ 

- See especially L. A. Reid. A Study in Aesthetics. chap. U; and John Hos- 

pen, Meaning and Truth in the Arts, chap. iff. . .... 

"By sign we mean what most semioticians mean: a is a sign it »t means, 
stands for, designates, denotes b to some interpreter. . . ■ 

"Cf. Parker, "Aesthetics,” op. cif, p. 46; and Prall. Aesthetic Analysts, 
chap. I. 
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""A is a representative of B”; “A represents B"; "A means B”; and “A 
denotes B” are all synonymous in this usage, which is a rather common one. 
* Carroll Pratt, The Meaning of Muti c, pt. ii, sec. y. 

■ Laurence Buerroeyer, in his "Pattern and Pbstic Form " has shown bril¬ 
liantly how art can integrate plastic and nonplastic values. “In every peat 

r ter the presence of pattern can easily be demonstrated by an snalysw of 
pictures. In Giotto, for example, the rhythm and scouence of line, dis¬ 
tribution of masses, and contrast and harmony of color, have an immediate 
and obvious decorative effect, but the expression proper (not of course merely 
facial expression but imaginative insight) goes far beyond decoration. It re¬ 
sides in the restraint and dignity with which the figures are conceived, in the 
mystical quality conveyed largely by a pervasive, transfiguring color-glow and 
by a convincing spatiousness, attained by few and, in themselves, rather 
schematic indications of perspective. These things enter also into the pattern, 
but it is in their service in revealing a world which only Giotto was capable 
of seeing that their most moving aesthetic effect resides.” (John Dewey and 
others, Art and Education, pp. 90-99.) 

* A. C. Bradley, “Poetry for Poetry s Sake," p. 7. 

“In their Understanding Poetry (p. 488), Brooks and Warren offer an 
excellent illustration of the identity of tine how and tlie what in poetry. They 
present (but with no analysis) two versions of the 'Tomorrow and tomorrow'’ 
soliloquy of Macbeth, the original Shakespearian and an "improved” rewriting 
by Sir William Davenant, who was intent upon removing certain "defects' 5 
from the original in the interests of reasonableness and logic. Here are the 
two versions: 


(Shakespeare's) 

Tomorrow, and tomorrow, and tomorrow 
Creeps in this petty pace from day to day 
To the last syllable of recorded time; 

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 
The way to dusty death. Out, out. brief candid 
Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more. It is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing. 

(Davenant’s) 

Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow 
Creeps in a stealing pace from day to day. 

To the last minute of recorded time. 

And all our yesterdays have lighted fools 
To their eternal homes; out, out, that candle! 

Etc. 

Our first reaction to these two versions is to say that their content, their 
"whatness" is the same; and that their form, then "howness,” is different. But 
this is an entirely incorrect view, as the slightest analysis of these two versions 
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reveals. In Shakespeare's version, ihe general expressive quality is one of the 
earthiness albeit meaninglessness of human experience. Davcnant, in his ''cor¬ 
rected" edition, offers, among his substitutions, “stealing" for “petty" and 
"eternal homes" for "dusty death.” Both of these substitutions, but especially 
the second, destroy the general effect aimed at in the pasrage. Actually, Davc- 
nant’s version, in spite of his attempt to render Shakespeare logical, a self- 
contradictory, since tlie whole connotation of “eternal homes" is that life is 
not tnetmindcu but has its purpose in something beyond itl 
These two versions, therefore, do not share the same content With a change 
in how something is expressed, in Davenant, the what changes so radically 
as to render the passage unintelligent. In art how = wliatl 

CHAPTER 4. THE ARTS: PAINTING 

‘ A. C. Barnes, The Art in Painting, p. 81. 

•Cf. Kate Gordon, Esthetics, p. 102. 

'Cf. A. R. Cliandlcr, Beauty and Human Nature, chap. iv. 

• Cf. A. C. Barnes, The Art in Painting, bk. II, chap. lii. 

•John Dewey, Art at Experience, pp. 116-117. 

•A. C. Barnes, The Art tn Painting, p. 77. 

’Ibid., p. 115. 

• Ibid,, ok. II, chap. v. 

• Sheldon Cheney, Expressionism in Art, chaps, vi-vii. 

“A. H. Barr, It., Picasso. Fifty Years of Hit Art, p. aoa. 

" Kandinsky distinguishes between "Impressions,” “Improvisations,” and 
"Compositions." The first two types contain subjects; only the third is with¬ 
out any subject. .... « „ ,, 

" Cf. J. J. Sweeney, “Piet Mondrian,” The Mute urn of Modem Art Bulle¬ 
tin, XII (Spring 1945), No. 4, p. 9. 

'•A black-and-white reproduction of the picture and the above quotation 
arc in Sidney janis, Abstract and Surrealist Art in America, p. 65 (italics in 
original). 

CHAPTER 5. THE ARTS: POETRY 

' Cf. Cleanth Brooks and R. P. WatTen, Undemanding Poetry, p. 591. I am 
deeply indebted to their analysts of “Prufrock," although I disagree with many 
of their essential points. 

• Cf. F. H. Bradley, Appearance and Reality, with its insistence upon the 
degrees of reality. It is worth noting here that Eliot is a great admirer of 
Bradley; see Eliot's "Francis Herbert Bradley," Selected Essays, pp. 358-36$. 

•The term is Parker's; see his Principles of Aesthetics (second edition), 

^ ‘^Cleanth Brooks. The Well Wrought Urn, p. 181. 

•The tenn is Plulip Wheelright's; see his ‘'On the Semantics of Poetry," 
The Kenyon Review, Summer, 1940, pp. 166-270. Cf. William Empson, 
Seven Types of Ambiguity, Ch. I. 

• Cleanth Brooks, Modern Poetry and the Tradition, Ch. I, esp. pp. 15-17. 


THE ARTS: MUSIC 


21 5 


CHAPTER 6. THE ARTS: MUSIC 

* Thus Harulick write*: "Scene then how easy it b to deduce (tom the 
inherent nature of sound the inability of music to represent definite emotions, 
U seems almost incredible that our e%«y-day experience should, nevertheless, 
hare failed to firmly establish this fact. Let those who, when listening to 
some instrumental composition, imagine the strings to quiver with a profu¬ 
sion of feeling, dearly show what feeling is the subject of the music. T he 
Beautiful in Music, p. 40 (italics in original). 

Again, let the advocate of program music listen to the themes of the great 
masters. “Who would be bold enough to point out a definite feeling os the 
subject of any of these themes? One will say love.’ fte may be right. Another 
thinks it is ‘longing/ Perhaps so. A third feels it to be 'rdinous favor.' Wlio 
can contradict him? Now, now can we talk of a definite feeling being repre¬ 
sented, when nobody really knows what is represented?” Ibid., p. 44 (italics 
in original). 

Also: “But no instrumental composition can describe the ideas of love, 
wrath, or fear, since there is no causal nexus between these ideas and certain 
combinations of sounds.” /bid, p. 38 (italics in original). 

* Max School, The Understanding of Music, pp. 103-104. 

•He writes, for example: '“Meaning’ may be defined as those qualities 
which reveal no correspondence with the physical properties of the stimulus 
. . , Meanings are those qualitia which have been acouired by an object 
through association and suggestion.” The Meaning 0/ Music, pp. 9-1©; sec 
also tne whole of Part III. 

'/bid, p, 138. 

• Eduard Hanslick, The Beautiful in Music, p. 67 (his italics). 

• Consider these statements as proof of this interpretation of l lamlick: 

(1) "A certain class of ideas, however, b quite susceptible of being ade¬ 
quately expressed by means which unquestionably belong to the sphere of 
music proper. Thb class comprises all ideas which, consbtcntly with the organ 
to which they appeal, are associated with audible changes of strength, motion, 
and ratio: the ideas of intensity waxing and diminblung; of motion hastening 
and lingering; of ingeniously com pier and simple progression, fire. 'Hie 
aesthetic expression of music may be described by terms such as graceful, 
gentle, violent, vigorous, elegant, fresh; all these ideas being expressible by 
corresponding modifications of sound. We may, therefore, use those adjectives 
as directly describing musical phenomena . . Ibid., pp. 35-36 (italics in 

fa) ^We arc pcrfectlv justified in calling a musical theme grand, graceful, 
warm, hollow, vulgar; but all these terms are exclusively suggestive of the 
musical character of the particular passage." /bid, p. 74 (italics in original). 

(3) "The aesthetic enquirer . . . will. therefore, without knowing the 
name or the biography of the author, detect in Beethoven's symphonies im- 
□etuousnest and struggling, an unsatisfied longing and a defiance, supported 
by a consciousness of strength." Ibid, pp. 87-88. 

(4) "Every musical note having its individual complexion, the prominent 
characteristics of the composer, such as sentimentality, energy, cheerfulness. 




216 NOTES TO CHAPTER 7 

&rc., may through the preference given by him to certain keys, rhythms, 
and modulations be traced m those general phenomena which music is 
capable of reproducing.” Ibid., p. 10a (italics in original). 

* J. W. N. Sullivan, in his inspired book, Beethoven: Hit Spiritual Develop¬ 
ment. has made this point in a brilliant fashion, that ordinary languages are 
simply inadequate to describe the "meanings” of music. 

• S. K. Linger, Philosophy in a New Key, pp. 118-219. 


CHAPTER 7. THE ARTS: THE MEDIUM 

1 Bernard Bossnquet, Three Lectures on Aesthetic, Lecture II, but esp. 
pp. 67 H. 

’Quoted in H.-R. Hitchcock, Modem Architecture, p. 175. 

• The phrase is Le Corbusier’s. 

* Henry Moore. Sculpture and Drawings, p. xxxix. 

*S- M. Eiscnstcin, The Film Sense, esp. Ch. I. 

•Erwin Panofiky, "Style and Medium in the Motion Pictures,’ Critique 
(January February 1947), p- 8. 

* E. S. Selden, The Dancer’s Quest, p. n. 

•Ibid., p. si a. 

• C. I. Ducassc, Art, the Critic*, and You, p. 56. 

"Philipp Spitta, in His classic work, Johann Sebastian Bach, has shown 
in detail the integration of the text of else mass and the musical materials 
that Bach used; see vol. Ill, bk. vi, chap. ii. 


CHAPTER 8. ART, LANCUAGE AND TRUTH 

• DcWitt Parker, "Aesthetics," op. cit„ op. 41-45. 

•C. J. Ducassc, Art. the Critics, and You, pp. 51-53 (italics in original). 

•C. K. Ogden and I. A. Rielurds, The Meaning of Meaning, esp. pp. 
113-116; 147-151; a 87-319; and 210-136. 

• Rudolf Carnap, Philosophy and Logical Syntax, chap. i. 

•T. M. Creene, The Art* end the Art of Criticism, chap, xrriii; B. C. Hcyl, 
New Bearings in Esthetics and Art Criticism, chap, iii; and John Hospcti, 
Meaning and Truth in the Arts, chaps, v-vi. 

• John Hospcts, Meaning and Truth in the Art*, p. 160 (italics in original). 

• DcWitt Parker, The Principle* of Aetthetics, p. 31. 

•This example and its analysis constitute a revision of my articles, "Does 
Art Tell the Truth?” and 'The Logic of Art,” Philosophy and Phenomeno¬ 
logical Research, II! (March 1943), no. 3; and V (March 1945). no. 3. 

• Richard Wright, Native Son, p. 358; reprinted by courtesy of the publish¬ 
ers, Harper and Bros. 

"P. A. Schilpp, ed., The Philosophy of C. E. Moore, p. 541 (italics in 
original). 

" A. J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, pp. 37-39. 

*• Erwin Panofsky, "Et in Arcadia Ego.” in Raymond Klibansky and H. J. 
l’aton, ed., Philosophy and History, Essays Presented to Ernst Cassirer, p. 240. 

•'Ibid., p. 14*- 


THE APPRECIATION OF ART 

-We -A?ts and Lewis in distinguishing between propositions 
and assertions, and in regarding troth and falsity as attributes ot assertions, 
not of propositions- See C. I. Lewis, An Analysis of Knowledge and Valuation, 
pp. 48 ff- 


CHAPTER 9. THE APPRECIATION OF ART 

* Konrad Lange, "Art as Play," reprinted in hi. M. Rader (ed.), A Modem 
Boo* of Esthetics, p. 55. 

* DeWitt Parker, The Analysis of Art, pp. 4-5. 

•T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Crib'etam, p. 81. 

•I. A. Richards. Serene* and Poetry, pp. J4-J5 (italics in onginal). 

* Ibid., p. 49. 

•Eliot, "Dante," Selected Essays, pp. *19-1)1 (italics in original). 

’ Eliot, "Shelley and Keats,” The Urn of Poetry and the Use of Cnitasm, 
p. 81. 

*lbid., p. 87. 

* Clcantn Brooks, The Well Wrought Urn, csp. pp. 181, 184, 186, 194, 
and ajo for hia main views on the nature of poetry. 

* Ibid., p. aa8. 

” Throughout* this discussion of Freud, I am deeply indebted to Dr. 
Richard Sterba. His paper, “The Problem of Art in Freud 1 Writings. The 
Psychoanalytic Quarter/^ IX, no. a (April 1940), is the bat exposition of 
Freud's aesthetics with which I am acquainted. . . 

“R. E. Fry. The Artist and Psycho-Analysis, p. 18 (itaha m original). 

•• Ducassc, The Philosophy of Art, chap. hr. 

“Leo Tolstoy, What Is Art? (Worlds Classics ed.), p. iaj. 

-wfc pp-*»>* « and *49’ » ‘f important to recognize Oat TWrtgf « 
willrne to throw out the wliok of instrumental music on the grounds that 
it contains no feelings, Iscncc no humaniUrian feelings This consequence 
of his views should be suficient to disnuss hb 
“ R E Fry "An Essay in Aesthetics, Vision and Deagn, pp. 30-)*- 

of empsthy in ' 

^•Dw^sk!A rt, the Critics, and You. chap, im and The Philosophy of Art, 

chap. xi. , , .. 

■Art, the Critics, and You. p. 73 (italics m onginal). 

•Ibid., P . 74- 

■ Inward Ssllough. " 'Psychical Distance’ as a Factor in Art a “da" 

-fetes: ays sivfews 
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theory; it may be that we have distorted oc even missed some of the facts. 
It is for each of us to articulate the characteristics we find in our contempla¬ 
tive appreciation of art. The only thing we do insist upon it the normative 
aspect of the contemplative theory, namely, that contemplation it the on.y 

way wc ought to respond to art. . 

"Art, tin Critic*, and You, pp. sao-iai (italics in original). 

- Cf. A. C. Ewing, T/ie Definition of Good, Chaps. l-II. 

• Cleantli Brooks and R. P. Warren, Undemanding Poetry, p. 413. 

"Cf. Stephen Pepper, The Basil of Crilicitm in tht Artr, pp. 79 B. 
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